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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 
“Hollywood Counterterrorism: The Political Economy of Middle Eastern Violence and 

Protest in Action Feature Films” demonstrates how Western discourses of 

counterterrorism and the Middle East have shaped Hollywood cinematic productions 

through sourcing and collaboration with private and official institutions.  I historicize 

how terrorism emerged to become a privileged concept in the representation of 

Hollywood cinema and how hegemonic counterterrorism discourses of the Middle East 

are encoded in film aesthetics and narrative in the process of U.S. motion picture 

production.  The account of the dissertation delineates how the Hollywood simulacrum of 

Middle East terrorism is a site for cultural, racial and religious conflict pertaining to 

mediated representations of political and religious violence.  The economic policies and 

wars of such a social order have become naturalized and all-pervasive in the Hollywood 

action film genre.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

And some day the armies of bitterness will 

all be going the same way. And they'll all 

walk together, and there’ll be a dead terror 

from it.1 
John Steinbeck, 1940 

 
Viewing 9/11, both survivors and witnesses exclaimed how it all seemed “like a 

movie,” referencing the action sequences in Hollywood films as a primary analogue to 

explain the traumatic turn of events.2  Hollywood filmmakers noted the event’s cinematic 

realism - the striking familiarity of 9/11 to their own terrorist action films - and suddenly 

became “experts” on Middle Eastern terrorism, working for the state as advisors.3  

Pentagon’s Audiovisual Services, which had actually provided military and 

counterterrorist guidance and equipment to Hollywood’s action film productions of the 

1980s and 1990s, countered the 9/11 movie analogue as, “simply a tragic coincidence.”4   

Not that fiction had become reality, but rather there had been a dominant U.S. 

cultural idiom, what Susan Sontag called the “imagination of disaster,” a technocratic 

political and cultural articulation of catastrophe of a bomb sent out by alien invaders.5  

Expressed in films such as Black Sunday (1976), True Lies (1994), Executive Decision 

(1996), and The Siege (1998), it portended the end of history, the beginning of the “Clash 
                                                 
1 Steinbeck, J. (1940). The Grapes of Wrath. New York: Limited Editions Club. 
2 Gabrenya, Frank. (2001, September 12). It looked like a movie, but destruction was all too real. Columbus 

Dispatch, p. A9; Editorial: It’s the real thing. (2001, March). Sight and Sound 11 (3); Žižek, Slavoj. (2002). 
Welcome to the desert of the real. New York: Verso. 
3 Bradshaw, S. and Pollack, R. (2002, March 24). A warning from Hollywood. In R. Pollack (Producer), 
Panorama. BBC. Retrieved June 17, 2004, from: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/audio_video/programmes/panorama/transcripts/transcript_24_03_02.
txt; Altman says Hollywood ‘created atmosphere’ for September 11. (2001, October 18). The Guardian. 

Retrieved October 13, 2001, from: 
http://film.guardian.co.uk/News_Story/Exclusive/0,4029,576380,00.html; Jablon, R. (2001, October 10). 
Hollywood think-tank creating terror scenarios for Army. Associated Press. 
4 Bradshaw and Pollack. 
5 Sontag, Susan. (1979). The imagination of disaster. In G. Mast and M. Cohen (Eds.), Film theory and 

criticism: introductory readings (pp. 488-504). New York: Oxford UP; Hoberman, J. (2001, December 5 - 
11). Film: all as it had been: Hollywood revises history, joins the good fight. Village Voice 46(49): 109-
110. 
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of Civilizations,” and thus, it rendered 9/11 a “shock of the familiar, the previously seen, 

the already understood.”6  Viewing the looped imagery of the World Trade Center 

collapsing with tickers showing the titles of relevant Hollywood action films, critical 

theorist Homi Bhabha understood the futility of national projects, either fictional or real, 

founded on “civilizational narratives.”7  The great irony is that while U.S. military, 

culture industry and dominant audiences from the late 1970s into the 1990s could not 

seem to satiate the desire for the Western simulacrum of Arab terrorist action films, the 

nation would later be asking whether or not the “U.S. is ready for a 9/11 film.”8 

This study examines how popular U.S. representations of terrorism were 

assimilated through the circuit of culture from state, military and corporate public 

relations to Hollywood action motion pictures.  Critical terrorism analysis suggests that 

state and corporate institutions, the management of classified information (in the name of 

a national security equated with national economic interests), and the political economy 

of news media can structure conflict from Western institutional perspectives and reify the 

terms and limits of terror discourse and representations of terrorism.9  The “imagination 

of disaster” and “civilizational narrative” have been key frameworks for both narrative 

and visualization during the production process of Hollywood action filmmaking.  They 

were informed by the ideological project of U.S. global security in the Middle East, with 

U.S. corporate, state and military collaboration on such policies and films in the making.   

Truth is the first casualty of war and since 9/11, the media have been highly, 

sometimes entirely, dependent on ties with official government for sources and the 

release of information.  In the assimilation of mediated terrorism through the circuit of 

culture from state and corporate public relations to the media and film, the traditional 

model has been one of elitist news media sourcing, which tends to rely on, and therefore, 

privileges institutional and state officials, corporate leaders and terrorism experts.  In 

instances of military actions against terrorism, the media hang on every turn of political 

                                                 
6 Mulloy, D. J. (2002, June). Shocking scenes. Spiked 11: 10-12. 
7 Bhabha, Homi K. (2002). Terror and after... Parallax 8(1): 3-4. 
8 Smith, Sean and Chebatoris, Jac. (2006, April 10). A dark day revisited. Newsweek. 
9 Douglas, W. A. and Zulaika, J. (1996). Terror and taboo: the follies, fables and faces of terrorism. New 
York: Routledge. 
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phrase, classified leak or VNR (video news report), and only in exceptional cases 

scrutinize official sources and other cultural and national assumptions.10   

Yet, the dominance of official perspectives on terrorism in media sourcing is a 

repeated industrial, economic and structural problem, rather than merely the result of 

propaganda in a time of war.  Following WWII, the Defense Department, FBI and CIA 

employed public relations programs and psychological operations to influence the 

domestic and foreign media, eventually evolving into far-reaching collaboration with the 

international communications industries.  In the early 1950s, CIA’s Office of Policy 

Coordination (OPC) employed not only covert action, but also programs to influence the 

domestic and foreign media industries, “using” journalists of the New York Times, 

Newsweek, CBS and other communications corporations.11  25 newspapers and wire 

agencies consented to operate as organs of the CIA.  William Paley (CBS), C. D. Jackson 

(Fortune), Henry Luce (Time) and Arthur Hays Sulzberger (New York Times) ran 

reactionary media for the state.  

Army manuals on psychological operations usually distinguish public relations 

(domestic operations) and psychological operations (foreign operations). Yet, the Truman 

Doctrine beginning in the Cold War, which suggested that information management and 

blatant misinformation can be employed in U.S. to influence foreign targets, blurred the 

distinction between public relations and “psyops” communications.  Since the 

abolishment of the draft in 1973, U.S. military public affairs has directly utilized 

television news, shows and motion pictures to show the armed service’s value to the 

nation, promote a “war on terror,” and justify contemporary policies and military 

ideology.  After Vietnam, the Pentagon worked strongly to control its public image in the 

news media and Hollywood films to which it loaned military experts on terrorism, armed 

forces hardware and other personnel for productions.12  In the contemporary 

                                                 
10 Nisbet, Matt. (2001, October 1). Media coverage after the attack: reason and deliberative democracy put 
to the test. Generation SXeptic. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from 
http://www.csicop.org/genx/terrorattack/. 
11 CIA ‘use’ of U.S. newsmen. (1976, January 21). Variety, p. 77; Davis, Deborah. (1979). Katharine the 

Great. New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 
12 Suid, L. (2002). Guts and glory: the making of the military image in film. Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press; Plimpton, B. (2002, September). Now available on DVD: xenophobia. Americas.org. 
Retrieved October 15, 2006, from 
http://www.americas.org/News/Features/200209_Immigrant_Rights_Since_9-11/200209. 
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entertainment scene, the Pentagon, FBI and CIA regularly collaborate with networks to 

produce popular series on television such as America's Most Wanted, JAG, 24 and 

Alias.
13  In the CIA, Chase Brandon is a Hollywood Liaison who provides insight into the 

Agency's facilities, methods, and complex recruitment process.14 In the words of the CIA, 

“Our reputation is our product, and that does not mean whitewashing.”15  The FBI has 

had an entertainment office since the 1930s, when it “realized a lot of people were getting 

their information from popular culture.”  The FBI’s Investigative Publicity and Public 

Affairs Unit handles liaison with Hollywood and ensures “agents are portrayed 

accurately.”16 The lead-up and execution of the Iraq War in 2003 was facilitated by 

defense lobbyists and retired generals, passed off as network “military analysts,” who 

employed official talking points to shape conceptions of terrorism on major TV 

stations.17 

Following the explosion of U.S. terrorism discourse in the early 1970s, American 

filmmakers consistently played a vital role in proliferating the Arab terrorist image of the 

media, producing before 9/11 at least 223 features and documentaries in which political 

and religious violence is mediated as “terrorism” and as a threat particularly to the U.S.18  

Before 9/11, approximately nineteen action films utilized Arab terrorists as menacing 

antagonists to young American professionals, fictional heroes of the FBI, CIA, Pentagon 

and other offices of the U.S. executive branch.19  Hollywood’s action films have 

portrayed Arab and Muslim invaders in particular as the architects of spectacular 

catastrophe and as America’s greatest enemy.   

As the historical and theoretical studies of Edward Said, Jack Shaheen, Hamid 

Nafici, Melanie McAlister and Mehdi Semati affirm, Hollywood action films are crucial 

to understanding the ideological relationship of mass mediated terrorism to U.S. foreign 

policy in the Middle East.  Thus, Arab terrorism in Hollywood action films both mimics 

                                                 
13 Hall, Mimi. (2005, March 8). Hollywood, Pentagon share rich past. USA Today, p. A15. 
14 Lehner, Marla. (2002, May 30). Military experts help Hollywood get it right. FOX News. Retrieved 
October 15, 2006, from http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,53990,00.html. 
15 Hall A15. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Barstow, D. (2008, April 20). Message machine: behind military analysts, the Pentagon’s hidden hand. 
New York Times. 
18 Connors, J. (2001, September 23). Terror films more realistic than we knew. Plain Dealer, p. I1. 
19 Shaheen, J. (2001). Reel bad Arabs: how Hollywood vilifies a people. New York: Olive Branch. 
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and is reproduced through a process distinct, yet inseparable from non-fictional news 

media gathering, in which sources and expertise play a significant role in what 

information is conveyed about the Middle East - how it is constructed and encoded as 

“terrorism.”  Terrorism experts and consultants hired by the film industry by and large 

are generated from the revolving doors of the Pentagon, civilian think tanks and other 

anti-insurgency state institutions.   

Hence, action film portrayals of terror not only draw from fictional, auteurist and 

generic modes of Hollywood, but also the militaristic institutional sourcing and expert 

advising, which tends to operate within media news structures as sourcing and authorities 

on terror, even if experts and consultants on Hollywood films confess that film 

productions are pure fiction or merely entertainment.  Like the U.S. news media, 

Hollywood depends on news subsidy from state and corporate public relations more than 

citizen or eye-witness accounts in its reportage of “terrorism” in our world.  A subsidy 

comes to Hollywood in the form of state and military collaboration in films, especially in 

the reward to Hollywood of state ideas, narratives, content and shooting locations - in 

return for the state having more control over images of U.S. institutions, a kind of 

“product placement” for an increasingly militarized superstate.   

Hollywood and the Pentagon shared more and more screen credits in the years 

leading up to 9/11, as Hollywood was only too willing to portray the deeds of brave 

soldiers in order to get access to millions of dollars of Pentagon equipment for big budget 

action blockbusters.20  After the 1991 Gulf War, the Pentagon approached Hollywood 

more frequently and proactively, as military public affairs officers appeared at location 

expositions, such as the annual Association of Film Commissioners International (AFCI).  

In exchange for providing Hollywood with military advice, personnel and costly 

equipment for movies and television shows, the Pentagon got advance readings of scripts 

and the opportunity to negotiate changes if the scripts did not provide a substantial role 

and a “positive” image to the U.S. armed forces.  Although not every Arab terrorist action 

film was a product of state collaboration, the most important and widely seen films did 

involve extensive cooperation between Washington and Hollywood. 

                                                 
20 Crawley, J. W. (2001, May 25). Movies, military march in step; Hollywood craves realism, Pentagon the 
publicity. San Diego Union-Tribune, p. A1. 
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Hollywood’s Arab terrorist action films both informed and were largely shaped 

by the foreign relations of the U.S. government and U.S. news coverage of international 

politics.  The films of each decade coincided with national security discourses and 

complemented U.S. foreign military expenditures, stricter immigration measures and 

tougher posturing toward Arab and Persian leaders and advocates.21  The Arab terror 

subgenre of action films gained special prominence in the early 1980s, most profoundly 

after the 1979 Iranian Hostage Crisis, in which the student revolution seized the U.S. 

embassy and U.S. officials, challenging the oil hegemony of the Western superpowers in 

Iran, a nation ruled with an iron fist by the Shah after the U.S. and British supported coup 

of 1953.22  The Shah’s secret police force, SAVAK, was both armed and trained by the 

U.S. military and CIA; the U.S. embassy in Tehran was a common front for covert CIA 

activity in Iran.  As U.S. influence in Iran came to a close in 1979, the Shah was deposed 

and White House, news media and Hollywood howled “terrorism.” 

Yet, the genealogy of Arab “terrorism” in U.S. mass media both predated and 

outlasted Ronald Reagan’s 1980s and extended beyond the realm of foreign policy, 

immigration, and ethnic stereotyping to encompass the uses of nature, aesthetics, 

technology, gender, race, sexuality and identity in Western industrial capitalism.  The 

Middle East became an important geological interest to Western nations in the early 

twentieth century, as British, Dutch and U.S. oil corporations began to develop petroleum 

exploitation and production.  The Middle East region was by and large aestheticized as a 

dreadful desert occupied by racially marked and feminized savages, but also perceived as 

a land that held great riches beneath its arid base.  The Open Door of the Western 

advanced industrial capitalism not only encouraged trade agreements between Middle 

Eastern states and Western corporations, but also modernization, industrial development, 

coup d’états, oppression of social movements and labor exploitation of Arabs and 

Muslims. 

                                                 
21 Douglas and Zulaika; Kellner, D. (1995). Media culture. New York: Routledge; Rogin, Michael. (1993). 
Make My Day! spectacle as amnesia in imperial politics [and] the sequel. In A. Kaplan & D. Pease (Eds.), 
Cultures of American Imperialism (pp. 499-534). Durham: Duke University Press; Jeffords, S. (1993). The 
patriot system, or managerial heroism. In A. Kaplan & D. Pease (Eds.), Cultures of American Imperialism 
(pp. 535-56). Durham: Duke University Press. 
22 Kinzer, Stephen. (2003). All the Shah’s men: An American coup and the roots of Middle East terror. 
Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley and Sons. 
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As indigenous opposition to Western exploitation increased from the 1950s into 

the 1990s in the form of Arab Nationalist and Islamic fundamentalist identities, a 

complex shift in the U.S. articulation of demonology concerning Arabs from inscrutable 

Other - to a national security threat - was evidenced by U.S. presidential posturing, CIA 

findings and military planning, which became increasingly aggressive in their use of 

political haranguing and technological warfare from the Vietnam era to 9/11.  The U.S. 

referred to this revolutionary activity as early as the 1950s as “terrorism,” adopting the 

counter-insurgency ideas from British Mandate counterterrorism in the 1930s, in which 

“terrorism” was a common term for indigenous resistance to colonialism.23 These “new” 

Middle East enemies were in truth the recurrent ones of conservative U.S. military and 

civilian corporate intelligence communities concerning the “Third World” ever since the 

rapid initiation of decolonization following WWII.24   

They were enemies because they were committed to political and national 

movements unfavorable to Western industry interests and threatening to preservation of a 

profitable status quo in the Middle East.  The U.S. government at times assumed, and at 

other times peddled, the notion that Arab nationalism was a direct outcome of Soviet 

influence.  With the fall of Berlin Wall in November 1989, U.S. policies under the Cold 

War stratagem of anti-Soviet realism grew obsolescent, but Arabs and Persians continued 

to be vilified and attacked by the U.S. and its allies as a new threat, just at the time when 

the corporate media was undergoing rapid consolidation and Hollywood began to work 

more closely with the FBI, CIA and Pentagon.25  Arab enemies provided a post-Soviet 

raison d'être for soaring military budgets, the growth of privatized military industries and 

the struggle for control of the security of the world’s oil resources.   

Critical analysis of counterterrorism discourse and its assimilation into film 

production involves the conflicts of post-Holocaust guilt, the institution of a new Israel, 

dictatorial Arab and Persian regimes (often propped up by the West) that displaced and 

alienated Arabs and Muslims, and the Western struggle against communism for 
                                                 
23 Carruthers, S. (1996). Reporting terrorism: the British state and the media, 1919-94. In I. Stewart and S. 
L Carruthers (Eds.), War, culture, and the media: representations of the military in 20th century Britain 
(pp. 101-29). Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press; Blum, (2004). Killing Hope. Monroe, 
Maine: Common Courage Press. 
24 Stivers, William. (1986). America's confrontation with revolutionary change in the Middle East, 1948-

83. New York: St. Martin's Press. 
25 Crawley A1. 



 

8 
 

hegemony of oil as the vanguard of international security.  These interrelated forces have 

motivated the Western appellation of “terrorism,” which has shifted radically within the 

waves of economic and cultural imperialism, filmic representation and Arab and Muslim 

protest.26   

Studies on Arab terrorism in Hollywood action films have often focused on 

stereotyping and history, drawing on a long tradition of studying images of minority and 

foreign groups in U.S. cinema, especially African Americans,27 Native Americans,28 

Irish,29 Italians,30 Hispanics,31 Asians,32 and women.33  Lebanese American media analyst 

Jack Shaheen has critiqued representations of Arab terrorism in motion pictures and 

television for over two decades.34  In 2001, Shaheen published Reel Bad Arabs, which 

traces Arab stereotypes back to early films produced over 100 years ago in the U.S.35   

Shaheen’s encyclopedic study describes and categorizes film stereotypes as 

rooted in ignorance and suggests an alternative list films that promote more “positive” 

images.  His analysis is based in a reflectionist model that has been widely criticized 

since the 1970s on the basis of its implication that images are unmediated reflections of 

                                                 
26 Douglas and Zulaika; Little, D. (2002). American orientalism: The United States and the Middle East 

since 1945. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
27 Bogle, Donald. (1974). Toms, coons, mulattoes, mammies, and bucks: an interpretive history. New York: 
Bantam. Cripps, Thomas. (1977). Slow fade to black. New York: Oxford University Press. 
28 Churchill, Ward. (1998). Fantasies of the master race: literature, cinema, and the colonization of 

American Indians. San Francisco: City Lights Books. 
29 Brennan, William J. (1978). The Irish in American film and television. In R. M. Miller (Ed.), Ethnic 

images in American film and television (pp. 87-89). Philadelphia: Balch Institute; Curran, Joseph M. 
(1989). Hibernian green on the silver screen: the Irish and American movies. New York: Greenwood 
Press. 
30 Cavallero, Jonathan J. (2004 Summer). Gangsters, fessos, tricksters, and sopranos: the historical roots of 
Italian American stereotype anxiety. Journal of Popular Film and Television 32(2): 50-63. 
31 Hadley-Garcia, George. (1990). Hispanic Hollywood: The Latins in motion pictures. New York, NY: 
Carol Pub. Group. 
32 Haddad, John. (2001). The laundry man's got a knife! China and Chinese America in early United States 
Cinema. Chinese America: History and Perspectives 15: 31-46; Marchetti, Gina. (1993). Romance and the 

“yellow peril”: race, sex, and discursive strategies in Hollywood fiction. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 
33 Haskell, Molly. (1974). From reverence to rape: the treatment of women in the movies. Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston. 
34 Shaheen, J. (1978, December 13). Criticism: television: the Arab: TV’s most popular villain. Christian 

Century 95, p. 1213-14; Shaheen, J. (1984). The TV Arab. Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press; Shaheen, J. (1987, Winter). The Hollywood Arab (1984-1986). Journal of 

Popular Film and Television 14(4): 148-157.  
35 Shaheen, Reel bad Arabs. 
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some pre-existing reality rather than constructions of that reality.36  Semiotics has sought 

to avoid such references to extradiscursive reality in the evaluation of “good” or “bad” 

images of race and gender, and to highlight how the search for “role model” images has 

the tendency to privilege one type of image over others and collude with hegemonic 

ideologies of “reality” and “normality.”37  

Although many studies contend that stereotyping is a result of ignorance about 

cultures and international affairs, these negative stereotypes are also advanced and 

reinforced because, “Arabs and Muslims are somehow seen as posing a threat to 

American interests and/or the interests of Israel, which Hollywood producers glorify and 

support.”38  The terrorism action film is such mediated representation that ultimately, 

“serves as a vehicle for Orientalist discourse.”39  Hollywood action films are understood 

not simply as mass cultural entertainment marked by cultural ignorance, but rather as a 

specific site of a more general process of struggle and negotiation over interpretations of 

media representations of political and religious violence, and the foreign and domestic 

policies of the U.S. 

In reproducing, and even in challenging, the U.S. state ideology of terrorism in 

action films, Hollywood film producers have generally privileged the hegemonic framing 

of U.S. government public relations sources reported in mainstream media and the 

accounts of terrorism “experts,” in creating realism and racial representation, while 

making light of the information concerning historical inaccuracy and false representation 

of Arabs and Muslims presented by critical theorists, media consultants and anti-

defamation groups.  Instead, Hollywood action films embrace civilizational narratives 

and an imagination of disaster, as demonstrated by the mastery of visual arts from 

traditional analog to contemporary digital spectacles, in which the narrativized state is 

held captive, threatened and finally defended by vindictive preemption and technological 

warfare.  This form of entertainment feeds on the state’s hegemonic ideology of racial 

                                                 
36 Pollock, Griselda. (1992). What's wrong with images of women? In M. Merck (Ed.), Sexual subjects, a 

Screen reader in sexuality (pp. 135-145). London: Routledge. 
37 Geraghty, Christine. (2000). Representation and popular culture. In James Curran and Michael Gurevitch 
(Eds.), Mass media and society. (pp. 362-375). London: Arnold. 
38 Suleiman, Michael W. (2002, Spring). Education and media. The Middle East Journal 56(2): 350. 
39 Wilkins, K. and Downing, J. (2002, December). Mediating terrorism: text and protest in interpretations 
of The Siege. Critical Studies in Media Communication 19(4): 419. 
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fear, preemption, and technology for war - it is greatly infused in the process of 

production, design, and storytelling of Hollywood’s Arab terrorism action films. 

Research Questions 

In summary, Hollywood Arab terrorist action genre reflects the interrelation of 

U.S. official institutions, news media sourcing, and Hollywood’s assimilation of U.S. 

counterterrorism discourses into film.  In unpacking the genealogy of Middle East 

terrorism in Hollywood, as well as the social, political and cultural forces shaping the 

Arab terrorist action subgenre, this study will address three central research questions: 

• What interests, both ideological and commercial, has Hollywood in 

producing images of the Middle East as “terrorist”? 

• What role does official sourcing play in the assimilation of terrorism into 

motion pictures? 

• How does such official expertise shape pre-production, production and 

post-production phases of filmmaking, including the scripting, shooting 

and marketing of such films? 

Sources and Literature 

This study will examine how Hollywood has both worked with state institutions 

and drawn on news media portrayals of Arab and Muslim political and religious violence 

as “terrorism.”  In looking at motion picture industry collaboration with the state, specific 

focus will be given to the relationship between Hollywood and the Pentagon through the 

critical analysis of primary and secondary sources, such as news articles on film 

productions, entertainment industry trade papers, interviews with filmmakers, individual 

film studies, and U.S. government and Hollywood archival materials.  Literature 

conferred in addressing the research questions provides concepts and methodologies from 

several disciplines inclusive of critical and cultural studies, political economy of 

communication, foreign relations, archival production studies, filmic analysis, and critical 

terrorism studies.   

This study is organized into ten chapters, beginning with early U.S. encounters 

with the Middle East and ending on September 11, 2001.  Chapter 1 provides an 

introduction, laying out the scope of the current dissertation and its research questions.  

Chapter 2 provides a theoretical outline, which focuses on pertinent concepts in critical 
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terrorism studies.  Chapter 3 discusses the relationship between official institutions, new 

media and Hollywood.  Chapter 4 explores the guiding methodological approaches of the 

study. Chapter 5 looks at big oil’s connection with the Middle East 1930s-1960s and the 

films and other televisual artifacts generated that reflected and shaped exotic and 

paternalist Western views of the Middle East natural resources and people, including U.S. 

Cold War strategies of dealing with resistance of national liberation movements.  Chapter 

6 traces the U.S. emphasis the Middle East in post-Vietnam and the blockbuster film. 

Chapter 7 turns to the rebirth of conservatism in U.S. politics and film industry 

relations between the Hollywood, the U.S. and Israel in the mid-1980s.  Chapter 8 

examines the Post-Cold war era of 1990s in the light of the continued aggression and 

embargo on Iraq and the growing media discourse on the growth of Islamic terrorism.  

Chapter 9 centers on the revisionist counterterrorist film prior to 9/11. Chapter 10 will 

review the current dissertation’s findings, limitations and implications for future research.  

The overall objective of each chapter will illustrate both the continuities and changing 

strategies in the mediation of the Middle East in U.S. action filmmaking. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTIONS OF TERRORISM IN THE WESTERN PUBLIC 

SPHERE 

 
 
 
 This chapter will lay the conceptual groundwork for a critical analysis of public 

discourse on terrorism that is central to examination of the representation of Middle 

Eastern terrorism in motion pictures in subsequent chapters.  I commence with a brief 

overview of prevalent models and theories concerning terrorism in U.S. discourses, and 

the competing models that are negotiated across the public sphere. The rise of action 

films in the 1980s-1990s too often has been dismissed as right-wing political artifact, 

despite the narrative negotiations among different ideological positionings in such films, 

which may range from conservative militarism to mild liberalism.1  I therefore turn to the 

critical analysis of counterterrorism discourses across the political spectrum, especially 

the counterterrorism formation as it is assimilated into U.S. media and culture industries. 

Counterterrorism discourse tends to spotlight not only the irrationality, but also 

the efficacy of “terrorism,” focusing on individual or group motives - religious 

indoctrination (Islamic Fundamentalism), political objectives or psychological profiling.2  

The Western counterterrorism lens refracts political and religious protest and violence in 

Middle East.  It is preoccupied with study of the primordial foundations of “Islamo-

fascism” or “terrorist networks,” concepts which themselves are always constructed and 

academic, having evolved from the relationship between Western corporate discourses 

and the historically specific struggles of resistance in the Middle East to Western 

political, economic and cultural formations. 

                                                 
1 McAlister, M. (2001). Epic encounters: culture, media, and U.S. interests in the Middle East, 1945-2000. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. 
2 Kramer, Martin. (1990). The moral logic of Hizballah. In W. Reich (Ed.), Origins of terrorism (pp. 131-
157). New York: Cambridge University Press; Merari, Ariel. (1990).The readiness to kill and die: suicidal 
terrorism in the Middle East. In W. Reich (Ed.), Origins of terrorism (pp. 192-210). New York: Cambridge 
University Press; Post, Jerrold M. (1990).Terrorist psycho-logic: terrorist behavior as a product of 
psychological forces. In W. Reich (Ed.), Origins of terrorism (pp. 25-40). New York: Cambridge 
University Press; Pape, Robert A. (2003, August). The strategic logic of suicide terrorism. American 

Political Science Review 97(3): 343-361. 
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Defining Terrorism 

Terrorism means premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated 

against non-combatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine 

agents.3 

Nearly every scholarly book or article on terrorism (and terrorism in film) begins with a 

section defining the term “terrorism,” many borrowing, some contesting, the State 

Department’s definition in the annual Country Reports on Terrorism (formerly Patterns 

of Global Terrorism).  Indeed, comparison of such definitional sections highlights a 

contentious struggle over who gets to determine forms of criminal, religious or political 

violence as “terrorism.”  A particular problem of terrorism as a cultural keyword is its 

very definition.  Terrorism and conceptions of it are socially constructed and depend on 

political, social and economic contexts.4  Definitional concepts of terrorism are part of 

belief systems of political actors and are given meaning through political use. 

Terrorists are often depicted as fanatic, irrational and implied to be “illegitimate”; 

labeling groups as such closes compromise, dictates specific responses and solutions 

(more often military than political) and justifies exceptional measures.  It gives and takes 

away legitimacy, implies lack of popular support or military power and hides distinctions 

between violent and nonviolent dissent.  Groups employing terrorism often evoke 

security threats and promote national solidarity in war against them.  Critical terrorism 

studies all seem to suggest that the term is not neutral, but rather tautologous, with 

racialized tones that favor powerful western officials, while demeaning “Third world,” 

“failed states,” or so-called “terror states.”  Nonetheless, key government documents and 

think-tank studies use the term as if it had clear definition - as though it were not an 

“attack word” - and as though terrorism does not need to be debated as a cultural 

keyword that is not merely descriptive, but also prescriptive.  The hegemonic definition 

of terrorism is regularly used in the interest of state power, and therefore, relentlessly 

mystifies and swallows distinctions in diverse forms of political and religious violence, 

activism and protest, inscribing Western imperial categories of perpetrators, victims and 

bystanders, good and evil, and culpability and innocence. 

                                                 
3 U.S. Department of State. (2005). Country Reports on Terrorism. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
State, p. 9. 
4 Crenshaw, M. (1995). Terrorism in Context. University Park: Pennsylvania State University.  
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Media and film studies dealing with terrorism also tend to employ uncritically the 

same hegemonic definitions of terrorism.  The very ambiguity and pejorative tone of the 

term “terrorism” is reinforced when even the most objective of film critics passively 

parrot the term as set forth by the Department of State, Pentagon or White House.  Such 

studies generally frame a series of criminal acts including hijacking, kidnapping, hostage-

taking, suicide bombings, and threats as they are seen in films, as “terrorism.”  State 

documents such as the U.S. State Department’s Patterns of Global Terrorism Report 

have become the central and unquestioned data of “terrorism” for film producers and 

their critics, rather than partial and biased sources shaped by policy and power.  Popular 

and academic counterterrorist literature functions as the intellectual underpinning of this 

consensus on “terrorism.” 

Hegemonic definitions of terrorism often seek to distinguish war and terrorism by 

stressing the unconventional tactics of violence used by substate groups versus 

conventional military actions of states.  The State Department’s definition emphasizes 

that targets are “non-combatant,” yet it also maintains that attacks against U.S. military 

bases and ships, such as the bombings on the Marine barracks in Lebanon in 1983 and the 

USS Cole in the Gulf of Yemen in 2000, are “terrorism.”  Surely one should strive to 

distinguish between violence against non-combatants and combatants.  The Geneva 

Conventions Protocol is very clear that a non-combatant is a civilian “not engaged in 

combat.”5  Including the U.S. military as “non-combatant” target is a glaring 

contradiction that should not escape critical analysis, yet it often does.  For instance, 

Bridgette Nacos in her book Mass-Mediated Terrorism defines “mass-mediated 

terrorism” as “political violence against non-combatants that is committed with the 

intention to publicize the deed…” only pages after she has just referred to the USS Cole 

attack as “mass-mediated terrorism at its best.”6   

Yet, the conflation of combatant and non-combatant is really a fallacy of 

convenience for the State Department for spreading the terrorism net.  The model seeks 

to both differentiate and twin the “citizen” and “terrorist,” probing the thin line of identity 

                                                 
5 Geneva Conventions Protocol I. (1977, June 8). Art 43.2; Geneva Conventions Protocol. (1949, August 
12). Chapter II, Art. 50. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from http://spj.org/gc-text5.asp?#50. 
6 Nacos, Bridgette. (2002). Mass mediated terrorism: the central role of the media in terrorism and 

counterterrorism. London: Rowman & Littlefield, p. 9, 17. 
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through the social control of “scientific” categorization in penal science, surveillance, 

photography, and fingerprinting.7  As J. David Slocum explains, counterterrorism is not 

simply responsible for prevention and emergency response, domestic wiretaps, tracking 

of foreign nationals and compiling suspect databases; it is also the paramount regulatory 

system that extensively influences how violence between individuals, states and foreign 

subjects is framed and signified.  Counterterrorism discourses seek cooptation and control 

abroad, through the funding and arming of non-democratic regimes, and seek consensual 

hegemony at home, through the curbing and abrogation of civil rights, public 

information, privacy, and due process, aided by the collaborative efforts of conservative 

and corporate voices. 

The State Department does not classify as terrorism declared wars or major 

military interventions by Western governments.  If Western officials and experts did 

broaden the definition of terrorism to include the actions by Western states intended to 

produce terror among foreign populations, that would distract attention from what 

Western officials are really trying to do – to combat the threat posed by insurgents to 

state security and economic interests, not to fight terrorism per se.  The conflation of 

combatant and non-combatant further serves to obscure the fact that the overwhelming 

objective of “terrorist” attacks from 1980 to 2001, especially suicide bombings, has been 

to compel foreign military forces to leave their country.8  The State Department reports 

generally highlight terrorism as a crime against civilians, yet many “terrorist” campaigns 

have actually involved attacks directly against Western military bases and troops by rebel 

forces using conventional methods of attack.   

Fourteen of the alleged eighteen 9/11 perpetrators hailed from Saudi Arabia, 

including Bin Laden.  That Saudi Arabian nationals figured prominently among the ranks 

of the alleged perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks can in no way be separated from the 

visibility of U.S. military and CIA activity in the Saudi Peninsula.  Over 95% of Saudi 

nationals seem to support the notion that the presence of U.S. troops is intolerable.9 

Similarly, the initial aims of Hezbollah and Hamas, two groups recurrently maligned in 

                                                 
7 Slocum, J. David. (2005). Terrorism, media, liberation. Rutgers U. Press. 
8 Pape. 
9 Sciolino, Elaine. (2002, January 27). Saudi warns Bush. New York Times. 
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State Department and Israeli reports as “terrorists,” have been quite clear: to achieve 

Israeli military withdrawal from the West Bank, Gaza and southern Lebanon.   

Whereas the acts of terrorism that the U.S. State Department’s Country Reports 

on Terrorism reports are generally carried out by substate groups determined to be 

“terrorist” and significant in the opinion of the Secretary of State and the Congress, 

foreign countries are also evaluated in the report according to their cooperation (or lack 

thereof) in preventing, apprehending, convicting, and punishing the individual or 

individuals responsible for such acts.  Not only does the official articulation define terror 

so that it positions the Western nation state and its military forces as victims rather than 

perpetrators, focusing instead on individual or group violence of foreigners, it also targets 

foreign states, which might fall under the rubric of “international terrorism,” emphasizing 

their financial and moral support or sanctuary of “terrorists.”  However, no section in the 

State Department’s Country Reports on Terrorism is supposed to report on activities of 

covert action and pseudo-terrorist operations by Western states, or their support of state 

police, warlords or military dictatorships marked by the same characteristics, according 

to the U.S. State Department’s own definition of “terrorism.” 

If the violent acts of subnational groups are particularly singled out as a key 

criteria in the defining of “terrorism,” then state terrorism is largely obscured.  If the 

innocents or non-combatants are singled out as targets of such violence defined as 

“terrorism,” Western states likely appear the greater “terrorists,” because the weapons 

employed in counterterrorist “shock and awe” campaigns far outstrip the number injured 

and killed by non-state “terrorists” in both the intentional bombing of civilian vicinities 

and other killings often euphemized as “collateral damage.”10  Whereas the number of 

fatalities during 9/11 is estimated to have been 2,973, recent estimates in Afghanistan and 

Iraq of subsequent non-combatant deaths has totaled 268,013, with 565,756 seriously 

injured and the numbers are still mounting.11  All forms of hegemonic violence involve 

                                                 
10 Lustick, Ian. (1995). Terrorism in the Arab-Israeli conflict: targets and audiences. In M. Crenshaw, (Ed.), 
Terrorism in context (pp. 514-552). University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press. 
11 Roberts, Les et al. (2004, November). Mortality before and after the 2003 invasion of Iraq: cluster 
sample survey. The Lancet 364(9448): 1857-1864; Hegland, Corine. (2004, May 29). The civilian death 
toll. National Journal 36(22): 1704-1705; IBC (IRAQ BODY COUNT). (2005, July). Dossier of Civilian 
Casualties 2003-2005. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from 
http://reports.iraqbodycount.org/a_dossier_of_civilian_casualties_2003-2005.pdf; Death Toll in Iraq and 



 

17 
 

innocents, both coercive and consensual, both intentionally and unintentionally.  Whether 

we call such extreme violence “war” or “terrorism,” it still has the function of instilling 

fear and humiliation in the Other.   

Given this discrepancy in the identification of “terrorists,” one is tempted to pose 

questions that Herbert Marcuse asked about the Cold War.12  Is the enemy terrorism per 

se?  Perhaps it is not, because such violence exists in many forms and the U.S. does not 

combat all of it, and not only for strategic or tactical reasons.  For over 70 years, the U.S. 

has regarded Saudi Arabia as a friend and business associate in the world energy market.  

Friendly neighbor relations of the U.S. and “terrorist” countries have always been 

common, and precisely with those countries where political and religious violence seems 

to be most cultivated.  Saudi Arabian royalty have condoned the transfer of funds, arms 

and support for groups engaged in political and religious violence; the CIA and NSC 

have backed Islamic Fundamentalist “terrorists” at least since the 1980s to drag the 

Soviet Union into another Vietnam - the Afghanistan Revolution.   

Pakistan and its security service, ISI (Inter Services Intelligence), have served as a 

U.S. ally in the “war on terror,” providing CIA, FBI and U.S. military havens for the 

rendition and torture of captured “terrorists.”13  The ISI allegedly has helped to stop such 

“terrorist plots” as the Heathrow airline bombing plot of August 2006.  Yet, the ISI was 

known to have run and funded the group Lashkar-e-Toiba, which is allegedly responsible 

for the Heathrow plot.  ISI has been intimately involved with Kashmir “terrorists” 

struggling against India.  Given the close relationship between Western military 

occupations, CIA activity and the growth of political and religious violence, toppling 

regimes and instilling democracy at the end of a gun eventually will foment greater 

violence.14  The ensuing “war on terror” is waged against former colonial peoples of 

color, specifically Arabs and Muslims, whether “terrorist” or not.  The “war on terror” is 

                                                                                                                                                 
Afghanistan. (2006, September 22). Associated Press; Unknown News. (2006). Casualties in Afghanistan 
& Iraq. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from http://www.unknownnews.net/casualties.html. 
12 Marcuse, Herbert. (1966). The individual in the great society. Alternatives 1(1): 14-16. 
13 Amnesty International. (2006, September 29). Pakistan: Musharraf must reveal fate of hundreds of ‘War 
on Terror’ detainees. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from 
http://www.amnesty.org.uk/news_details.asp?NewsID=17119; Human Rights Watch. (2005, May 24). 
Pakistan: U.S. Citizens Tortured, Held Illegally. Retrieved September 18, 2006, from 
http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/05/24/pakist11005.htm. 
14 Pape. 
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really about strategic and economic advantage, redrawing the borders, propping up 

corporate-friendly states, extracting raw resources and flooding the Middle East region 

with weaponry and technology.15 

Conservative Discourses on Terrorism 

Conservative ideology invokes (some of) the past to protect the future. It is a crusade 

against fascists - the moral equivalent of the anti-Nazism in World War II and 

anticommunism in the Cold War.  The conservative narrative of history is not amnesiac 

so much as it is selective.16  Although conservatives loathe to be described as 

McCarthyites, the war on terror is an extension of Cold War ideology, in which terrorism 

is a central subject.  Since the “terrorist enemy” is the core of their case, conservative 

discourses employ the term selectively, with xenophobic emphasis, where foreign 

terrorism is juxtaposed with Western “civilization,” in a “clash of civilizations.”17 “Arab 

streets” are perceived as pre-modern, or culturally behind the west; thus, barbarism serves 

as causal factor of “terrorists.”   

The assumption of “fundamentalism” and the Qur’an as source of fundamentalist 

violence crops up whenever hadiths (accounts about the words and deeds of Muhammad 

and his followers) or other Islamic texts are cited by insurgents as justification for violent 

actions.  The interpretation is that terrorism is induced by a primordial religious ethic.  

However, it is simply incorrect to infer that Islam is the root cause of conflict when one 

observes insurgents, who seek social cohesion and mobilize along religious lines.  While 

a model of terrorism that attributes such violence to “evil” perpetrated by “enemies of 

freedom” may be effective in the mobilization of political support among domestic and 

international publics and enable people in opposition to selectively ignore the potential 

sources or political causes,18 it is a political vision and religious dogmatism founded on 

the Judeo-Christian messianic ideology of the Christian right, rather than a empirical or 

critical, interpretative analysis.   

                                                 
15 Lewis, J. (2002). Speaking of wars. Television and New Media 3(2): 169-172. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Lewis, Bernard. (1990, September). The roots of Muslim rage: why so many Muslims deeply resent the 
West, and why their bitterness will not be easily mollified. The Atlantic 266(3): 47; Huntington, Samuel P. 
(1996). The clash of civilizations and the remaking of world order. New York: Simon & Schuster.  
18 Stohl, Michael. (2003). The mystery of the new global terrorism: old myths, new realities? In C. Kegley 
(Ed.), The new global terrorism: characteristics, causes, controls (pp. 84-91). Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 
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When Islamist thinkers and activists deploy selected elements of the Islamic 

tradition, combined with ideas, techniques, institutions, and commodities of the present 

and recent past, they are coping with specifically modern conflicts: political, social, 

economic, and cultural issues resulting from the colonization and hybridization of 

European and Middle East culture and identity during exploitative relations, the 

expansion of the U.S. global capitalism and economic reliance on natural resources, the 

formation of new territorial nation-states, the rise and decline of secular nationalist 

movements, the frustrations and failures of economic and political institutions, high 

levels of poverty and the reformation of gender relations.19 

In conservative ideology, the west is assumed to be an innocent victim of terror - 

western policy as benign, democratic and motivated by human rights.  As a “liberal 

society” the U.S. is perceived to be an apt victim of terrorism,20 and the primary target of 

transnational terrorism for the last couple of decades.21  This assumes that the opposition 

is initiator, while liberal governments are always responders.  Terrorism is imagined to be 

an international conspiracy, previously emanating from the Soviet Union,22 but more 

recently shored up by secret “state sponsors” such as Iran, Syria or Iraq.23  Crediting 

terrorism to “international conspiracy” has served to delegitimize indigenous and national 

liberation movements. Given to the assumption that it is a “dangerous world” and that the 

U.S. can’t be weak, conservatives have generally called for repressive responses, 

including military force, retaliatory raids on “host states” and preemptive war.   

Myth is commonly used to legitimate and sanctify use of violence by the 

government.24  By creating and invoking particular rules or cues concerning the relevant 

actors, governmental violence is made to appear natural, inevitable, and necessary.  The 

Reagan administration contrived and exploited a terrorism scare to achieve its agenda of 

                                                 
19 Beinin, Joel. (1997). Political Islam: essays from Middle East report. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 
20 Pape; Wilkinson, P. (1986). Terrorism and the Liberal State, revised ed. London: Macmillan. 
21 U.S. Department of State. (1989-2001). Patterns of global terrorism. Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of State. 
22 Sterling, Claire. (1981). The terror network. New York: Reader’s Digest Press. 
23 Jenkins, Brian M. (1986). Defense against terrorism. Political Science Quarterly 101(5): 773-786; 
Hoffman, Bruce. (1999). Terrorism trends and prospects. In I. O. Lesser et al. (Eds.), Countering the new 

terrorism (pp. 7-38). Santa Monica: RAND Corporation. 
24 Knight, G., and Dean, T. (1982). Myth and the structure of news. Journal of Communication 32(2): 144-
161. 
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military adventurism abroad and intelligence investigations at home.25  Under Reagan’s 

administration in 1981, Secretary of State Alexander Haig prioritized “international 

terrorism” over human rights, but more recently, conservatives such as Paul Wolfowitz 

have encouraged responses that demonstrate hostility and disregard for international 

treaties and laws.  The conservative transformation of violence to a “war on terrorism” 

threatens international relations and peace, even while it represents its destruction of a 

global terrorist network as “a pure public good to all targeted nations,” and a “free ride” 

to nations who “benefit” from U.S. actions.26   

However, billions of dollars have utterly failed to prevent “terrorism.” 

Furthermore, the official claims of the deterrence of terrorist attacks can neither be 

proven nor disproven - instead the convenience of “security” and confidentiality mystify 

the “war on terror.” “War on terror” serves as a justification for U.S. belligerence in the 

Middle East.  In the domestic space, the “war on terror” catalyzes domestic anxiety and 

marginalizes competing constructions of terror, threatening the reputation of individuals 

who dare to contest hegemonic constructions of terror.  Those writing about terrorism 

quickly learn that terrorism “writes us.” 

Liberal Discourses on Terrorism 

 If liberal discourses on terrorism accept the conservative premise of the 

heightened threat of terrorism over the past 30 years, they are most likely to differ in the 

causal factors of terrorism and viable solutions to the threat.  Liberal discourses of 

terrorism turn to past grievances, conflicts over material conditions, national resources, 

and oppression.  Liberal discourses are likely to agree that the threat of terror is real, but 

then might ask questions such as, “What is the lesson?” and “How we have 

responded?”27  Liberal advocates call for the U.S. to display sympathy for unequal 

balances of power, practice objectivity in foreign policy, understand the motivations and 

objectives of “terrorists,” discover the sources of political dispute, pursue diplomatic and 

                                                 
25 Livingston, S. (1992). Violent spectacles: The U. S. press, terrorism, and political power. New York: 
Harper Collins. 
26 Sandler, Todd. (1997). Global challenges: an approach to environmental, political, and economic 

problems. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Enders, Walter and Sandler, Todd. (2002). Patterns of 
transnational terrorism, 1970-99: alternative time series estimates. International Studies Quarterly 46: 145-
65. 
27 Stohl. 
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economic incentives, encourage state legitimacy through international alliances such as 

the United Nations, and seek democratic reform in various Middle East regimes. 

Although there tends to be much confusion about the different positions that 

“liberals” have in the “War on Terror,” liberal discourses have generally been divided 

into hawk, centrist and dove. Thus, liberalism finds itself not only in conflict with neo-

conservative ideologies, but also with the defining positions of Western liberalism. The 

most divisive issue is the degree to which liberals view terrorism as a form of 

“totalitarianism,” a label propagated by neo-conservatives (e.g. “Islamo-fascism”).  Both 

conservative and liberal hawks envision an Orientalist cult of death in the Muslim world, 

nurtured by Islamic doctrines of martyrdom and jihad.  They believe we are fighting “a 

pestilential theology and a longing for paradise.”28  Liberal hawks backpedal by 

comforting us that they are not at war with all Muslims, but then invoke Orientalist 

images of religious suicide, cartoonist murderers, veiled women and gory punishment of 

religious apostates. 

Peter Beinart, liberal editor of The New Republic, has argued that liberals must 

envision a different kind of war on terror, not simply the neo-conservative definition of 

the war, but one that defines liberal principles in opposition to “totalitarianism” (i.e. 

Islamic political and religious beliefs that are diametrically opposed to progressive 

values).29  Beinart’s view of “War on Terror” as anti-totalitarianism is grounded in the 

traditional hawkish liberal discourses of the late 1940s, when internal confrontations in 

the Democratic Party set the anticommunist Truman wing in opposition to the Henry 

Wallace wing, which held that communism was not as great a threat as right-wing 

ideology and militarism. Beinart champions the Truman wing and argues that current 

Democrats need to have the same kind of battle royal for the soul of their party.” He tells 

us, “Spreading freedom in the Muslim world...can provide the moral purpose for which a 

new generation of liberals yearn.” It is a “Fighting Faith.”  
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Beinart suggests that liberals need to purge the MoveOn/Michael Moore “no 

blood for oil gang” and take the threat of Islamic fundamentalism more seriously.  We 

must be convinced of the threat of Islamic terrorism; “as long as that threat remains, 

defeating it must be liberalism’s north star.”30  Both conservative and liberal hawks 

operate within a Cold War paradigm that imbues the widely dispersed and largely 

unorganized “al-Qaeda” as a “terrorist network.” 

The U.S. version of the Euston Manifesto, mostly written by Jeff Herf, a historian 

at the University of Maryland, but including signatories such as Saul Friedlander, Daniel 

Jonah Goldhagen, Walter Laqueur and Walter Reich, expresses sentiments similar to 

those of the New Republic magazine and Peter Beinart.  According to the Euston 

Manifesto, only liberals can be trusted to defeat terrorism, yet liberals must take the threat 

of Islamic fundamentalism seriously: 

Some of us view this ideology and its political results as the third major 

form of totalitarian ideology of the last century, after fascism and Nazism, 

on the one hand, and Communism, on the other. Others regard it as having 

a history in the Arab and Islamic world that eludes the label of 

totalitarianism. We all agree however that it fosters dictatorship, terror, 

anti-Semitism and sexism of a most retrograde kind.  We reject its 

subordination of politics to the dictates of religious fundamentalists as 

well as its contempt for the role of individual autonomy and rationality in 

politics, a rejection not seen on this scale in world politics since the 1940s. 

We understand that the United States must continue to take the lead with 

our allies in confronting this danger.31 

Sam Harris maintains that American liberalism, as defined by its activist organizations, 

remains largely what it was in the 1990s – a collection of domestic interests and 

concerns.32 On health care, gay rights, and the environment, there is a positive vision, 
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articulated with passion. However, Harris opines that there is little liberal passion to win 

the fight against Al Qaeda: 

…even though totalitarian Islam has killed thousands of Americans and 

aims to kill millions; and even though, if it gained power, its efforts to 

force every aspect of life into conformity with a barbaric interpretation of 

Islam would reign terror upon women, religious minorities, and anyone in 

the Muslim world with a thirst for modernity or freedom.33 

Hawkish liberals have not wholly supported the neoconservative war on terror because it 

does not confront, in their view, the real nature of the terrorist threat. Such liberalism 

supports a “war on terror,” but recognizes its broad nature, its root sources in radical 

fundamentalism, and its asymmetrical shape, and appropriate response.  Hawk liberalism 

does not condemn war, but rather critiques neo-conservatives of not being serious enough 

about terrorism: it highlights the neo-conservative waste of national defense resources in 

Iraq and heightened likelihood of future terrorist attacks on the United States.34 

As the Clinton administration grew more concerned with terrorism and more 

hawkish in 1998, it ordered air strikes against Iraq’s “nuclear, chemical and biological 

weapons programs.”35  John Kerry voted to authorize the use of force in Iraq and in June 

2002, he attacked Bush from the right for not committing American ground troops in the 

mountains of Tora Bora. Running for the presidency as a hawk in 2004, Kerry sought to 

ward off charges that he was “soft on terrorism.”  At the 2004 National Democratic 

convention, Biden clearly articulated, “The overwhelming obligation of the next 

president is clear: make America stronger, make America safer, and win the death 

struggle between freedom and radical fundamentalism.”36 

Like neoconservatives, hawkish liberals share the assumption that the United 

States is morally infallible and attack with charges of anti-Americanism those who would 

question the myth of American exceptionalism.  U.S. and Israeli foreign policy is seen as 

avoiding “collateral damage,” while Muslims purportedly murder noncombatants 
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intentionally, use human shields and propagate political discourse against Jews that is 

genocidal.37 Hawkish liberals see the Middle East region as “a cesspool of human rights 

violations, religious intolerance, violence against women, and brutal poverty amid great 

wealth.”38  They often speak of America’s potential to be the greatest nation on earth, not 

comprehending the imperial aspiration encoded in such language.   

Centrist liberal discourses, such as MoveOn.org, have been labeled by 

conservatives and mainstream media as “radical wings” of dovish, grassroots activism 

and accused of distracting the democratic party from the threat of terrorism, yet MoveOn 

has only selectively protested the American “war on terrorism” in Iraq, and never in fact 

opposed targeted military action against Al Qaeda in Afghanistan.39  After 9/11, MoveOn 

transformed itself from a group that raised money for hard-hitting newspaper ads and 

television commercials, such as “Bush in 30 Seconds,”40 to an organization that also 

funded political organizing.  During the buildup to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, MoveOn 

circulated an anti-war petition calling for “No War on Iraq.” In July 2002, MoveOn’s Eli 

Pariser urged its members to oppose the war by sending letters to the editor of their local 

newspapers, offering sample form letters that members could use rather than writing in 

their own words.  Several of these form-based letters were actually printed in 

newspapers.41   

MoveOn joined National Council of Churches, the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, and the National Organization for Women to form the 

“Win Without War” coalition, which also included the Artists United to Win Without 

War, a group of more than 100 anti-war actors, producers and directors from Hollywood. 

In a September 2002 bulletin, “Selling the War on Iraq” MoveOn predicted that regular 

people will pay costs of $200 billion for regime change, while those with ties to the oil 

corporations (Bush and Cheney for example) would probably profit immensely.42   
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Although MoveOn.org has examined critically the central assumptions of 

conservative and liberal hawks, it deliberately avoids controversy among progressives.  It 

objects to the invasion of Iraq, given Iraq’s marginal association with terrorism and 9/11, 

and the spurious pretenses of the invasion, but it recently has not been pushing for 

withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq. Though its tactics might be insurgent, its “Support 

Our Troops” campaign, encouraging members to “Contribute your frequent-flyer miles 

so that American troops can get home” fails to address the anti-war agenda of getting 

soldiers home for good. MoveOn’s executive director, Eli Pariser, told one interviewer:  

We believe that there are no good options in Iraq. We’re seeing a broad 

difference of opinion among our members on how quickly the U.S. should 

get out of Iraq. As a grassroots-directed organization, we won’t be taking 

any position which a large portion of our members disagree with.43 

Asked about continuing violence in Palestine, Pariser responded: 

That’s something that MoveOn probably won’t directly address for the 

next year, and I’m perfectly happy to say that’s not MoveOn’s place. We 

intentionally look for issues that are not divisive […] Not that those aren’t 

important issues, but when there’s so many battles to fight, why pick the 

ones that divide the base?44  

As Todd Gitlin points out, “[MoveOn] raises money, they hold straw votes, they’re 

constantly dreaming up practical activities that have a constituency.”45  Moveon has been 

associated with Al Gore, a centrist of the Democratic Party.  Moveon endorses Robert 

Greenwald’s documentary, “Uncovered: The Whole Truth About the Iraq War,” which is 

a key liberal account of Bush’s “war on terror.”  Although centrist liberals initially sought 

to rally opposition against the Bush administration’s counterterror policies, they are now 

seeking another goal: winning America through a “positive vision” (as the right-wing has 

sought), to create and fight for a set of “strategic initiatives,” including “combating 

terrorism.” Rejecting the belief that liberals do not care about fighting terrorism, centrists 
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counter what they consider the bad counterterrorism strategy of Republican policy elites. 

Wes Boyd of MoveOn encourages a counterterrorism policy that is not “dumbed-

down.”46 

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, MoveOn launched an online 

campaign calling for “Justice, not escalating violence.” It collected 30,000 signatures for 

a statement that declared:  

To combat terrorism, we must act in accordance with a high standard that 

does not disregard the lives of people in other countries. If we retaliate by 

bombing Kabul and kill people oppressed by the Taliban dictatorship who 

have no part in deciding whether terrorists are harbored, we become like 

the terrorists we oppose. We perpetuate the cycle of retribution and recruit 

more terrorists by creating martyrs.47  

Yet, MoveOn also has urged democrats to “get on offense, and that includes the 

development of a security policy that is strong and hard.”48  Centrist strategic initiatives 

suggest comprehensive, long-term national security policy: “Security must be a guiding 

principle for Democrats and all Americans. We want our children safe, our homes and 

offices secure, and terrorism defeated.”49  MoveOn also suggests that military does have 

a role in combating terrorism: “We agree that American military force must be available 

as an option for responding to very real threats to our security that exist now and surely 

will in the future.”50   

Far from opposing “combating terrorism,” MoveOn has criticized President Bush 

for downgrading the threat of terrorism prior to 9/11.  One ad has featured Richard 

Clarke, touted as a “counter-terrorism expert, a man who has worked for every 

president,” who MoveOn cites on Bush’s ineptitude of handling terrorism intelligence.51 

Centrists often cite the same elites they have critiqued as “dumbing-down” the “war on 

terrorism.” For instance, in MoveOn’s assessment that the Iraq war has in fact only made 
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the U.S. less secure, they cite the authority of state institutions, that Iraq is “creating more 

terrorists seeking to harm us – precisely the disastrous dynamic predicted before the war 

by CIA intelligence analysts and State Department diplomats and acknowledged recently 

in reports from the Pentagon itself.”  However, MoveOn.org also suggests that terrorism 

is an asymmetrical threat that cannot be dealt with by conventional military means.  

Instead of invasion and regime change, centrists believe that a more effective means to 

defeat terrorism is foreign aid, careful intelligence-gathering and tightening of U.S. 

borders.   

Being an extension of Cold War ideology, centrist liberalism frames Iraq in terms 

of Vietnam quagmire, such as seen in Moveon’s famous antiwar ad by Fenton 

Communications, which imitates the nuclear armageddon in Lyndon B. Johnson’s 

“Daisy” campaign ads from 1964.  Centrist liberalism emphasizes three ideas: the war on 

terrorism suppresses civil liberties, the war on terrorism diverts attention from the liberal 

domestic agenda and the “war on terrorism” is responsible for America’s worsening 

reputation in the world.  Thus centrists oppose the Iraq war, not the hawkish framing of 

counterterrorism discourse itself. 

What is more important, then, is what goes unsaid; namely that Western culture 

must defeat Islamic fundamentalism, an assumption that is probably more about the 

distanced and comforting formation of Western identity than it is an assessment of 

Middle Eastern peoples.  These ideological frameworks are important in how language 

and ideas of terrorism are mapped and employed in both conservative and liberal U.S. 

displays of power of the Middle East.  The ongoing strategic position of Israel in the 

region and the financial interests of the U.S. in the Middle East presupposes that the 

Middle East is America’s to win and lose.  This is reflective of the “hearts and minds” 

rhetoric of Western conservatives and liberals, and furthermore, invokes the conventional 

Cold War debates over China, Korea and Indochina and the extent to which Democrats 

and Republicans lambasted each other for the “loss” to the “terrorist” communists.  They 

now take for granted that it is the right of the U.S. to intervene against the “terrorists.” 

Arguably, the liberal assumptions of the Middle Eastern propensity toward 

“tribalism” and terrorism as the single-most vital threat to the U.S. is encouraged by 

domestic political antagonism with conservative forces that constantly have nudged 
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liberals to the right, lest they be deemed as “soft on terror.” Nonetheless, liberal 

discourses may prove to be a greater threat to peace in the Middle East because they 

propagate a more subtle form of chauvinism and racism than conservative discourses - 

although domestically progressive in form and rhetoric, liberal discourses are refracted 

through Orientalist and “America first” lenses. 

Extensive Discourses on Terrorism 

The dove wing of radical liberalism, also called the “anti-imperialist” faction of 

the democrats, not only opposes the Afghanistan and Iraq wars, but also rejects the 

limited notion of the “War on Terrorism.” Such antiwar doves find themselves under 

attack not only by neoconservatives, but also by hawkish and moderate liberals, who 

argue that doves are radicals and conspiracy theorists, who fail to see the terrorist threat 

for what it is.  The doves generally believe that liberals have been too gullible in buying 

into the one-sided neo-conservative paradigm of the “War on Terrorism.” More inclusive 

analyses of terrorism are less likely to take sides to the extent that one is blinded to the 

complexities of religious and political violence.   

In fact, some scholars have suggested using the term terrorism so that it includes 

all acts of violence, which either adversary in a particularly conflict would define as such.  

Ian S. Lustick has looked at the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in this way describing acts 

committed by both Israelis and Arabs which have been called “terrorism.”52  In 

suggesting a more extensive definition, the classification of whether certain acts of 

violence are or are not terrorism and intellectual tasks such as the rationality, 

effectiveness, behavior, psychological profiling or combating of terrorism become 

immaterial; rather, the focus shifts to how religious or political violence is directed: 1.) 

“other-directed” violence on enemy targets intended to shape adversaries’ behavior or 

utility functions; or, 2.) “solipsistic” violence in which targeting the opponent is purposed 

to affect and change the behavior (e.g. to eradicate the inferiority complex of colonial 

subjectivity) or utility functions of the group with which the perpetrators identify. 

Activist and scholar Joel Beinin describes eight types of terrorism, radically 

expanding definition to include: 1.) European atrocities in the course of imperialism; 2.) 

Atrocities committed in the act of repressing anti-colonial rebellion; 3.) riots against 
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European settler populations; 4.) violence of nationalist politico-military organizations 

against civilian settlers or civilian officials in colonial government; 5.) counterattacks by 

colonial settlers; 6.) acts of states against foreign enemies; 7.) acts of states against 

internal enemies; 8.) acts of nationalists and political groups against Western states for 

supporting regimes in the Middle East.53  In this inclusive definition of terrorism, Beinin 

includes not only Arab and Muslim violence as “terrorism,” but also the British support 

and training of the Israeli Haganah, and Haganah’s splinter, Etzel, which turned against 

the British Mandate of Palestine in the post-WWII era, bombing of the King David Hotel 

in 1946.  In seeking to rescue terrorism from its imbrication in political propaganda, 

Beinin compellingly demonstrates that the term can be abused to obscure disparate 

histories.  

Political Economy Discourses on Terrorism 

A more radical critical political economy seeks to basically reverse the order of 

the relationship between alleged acts of “terrorists” and Western capitalist states.  For 

instance, Edward Herman argues that terrorism is a symbol to mobilize people; a “snarl 

word” or “condensation symbol” that embodies strong negative connotations and is 

emotion laden.54  Thus, the term functions primarily as a vehicle for propagandistic 

communication of powerful states via a “terrorism industry.”  Politicians and officials 

who employ the term build consent for policy, seek to legitimate asymmetrical (even 

overbearing and tyrannical) struggles between capitalist western states and their enemies 

and victims.  In this relationship, Western states always have defamation edge, because 

the Rand Corporation, Heritage Foundation or New York Times does not serve the 

interests of colonial peoples. 

 Herman further describes the “semantics of terrorism” that functions to both 

justify violent politico-military activities and policies and conceal inequitable 

transnational relationships from the average Western civilian:  the Western semantics of 

terrorism defines terror so that it excludes states, differentiating terrorism from 

retaliation, and reiterates the concept of “international terrorism” in such a fashion as to 
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encourage selective attention and indignation.  In addition, the fonts of information on 

terrorism are usually the same government officials and experts from such rightist groups 

as the Hoover Foundation, AEI, CSIS, Heritage Foundation and Rand Corporation.   

These institutions produce the think tanks and experts, who are seemingly 

independent, but are actually funded by large corporations and corporate funded 

foundations.  Many of their members are tapped from the revolving doors of military, 

CIA, State Department and corporate contractors.  In addition, such institutions fund and 

accredit “experts” connected to major colleges, who disseminate special interest view of 

terrorism to fit state and corporate demands. Herman lists a number of such experts: 

Robert Kupperman, William Laqueur, Claire Sterling, and Paul Wilkinson are scholars 

largely representative of right-wing dogma of “terror,” which tends to focus on non-

western and leftist violence, while downplaying right-wing “terrorism.” 

David Paletz critiques Herman’s model as simply mirroring the dominant 

discourses on terrorism, and although one can agree that Herman presents a tu quoque 

(you too!) argument, the “semantics of terrorism” goes far beyond that. In fact, it offers 

one of the closest instances of a critical examination of “counterterrorism” very much 

needed in Western scholarship, by analyzing terrorism discourse from the 

counterterrorism context in which it is socially constructed for Western public 

consumption.  However, one may take issue with Herman’s analysis (and Noam 

Chomsky’s comparable writing) because he often employs the term terrorism reflexively 

at Western states (“they are the ‘terrorists’”), a tactic which largely undermines the 

project of a critical deconstruction of the rhetorics of “terrorism.”  

Constructionist Discourses on Terrorism 

Constructionist discourses do not seek the outright negation of the term 

“terrorism,” so much as to critically analyze its discursive leaps toward paranoid fantasy. 

Douglas and Zulaika argue the counterterrorism discourse is characterized by an 

apocalyptic and absolutist framework.55  It is a political pathology replete with 

conspiratorial plots and a paranoid style not unlike earlier discourses about the Illuminati, 

Masons, or the John Birch Society on communism. Counterterrorist literature often 
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expounds a dubious, xenophobic state of paranoia of the invading Other, a self-styled 

alarmism or patriotic “realism,” often encouraged and funded by conservative, global 

corporate and military institutions.56  While not absent in historical fact, counterterrorism 

discourse makes rather discursive leaps, as it seeks to construct a discursive coherence. 

Counterterrorism discourse is a fiction (fingere), not in the sense of being utterly 

fabricated, but as being constructed.   

Douglas and Zulaika contend that a staple of terrorism literature is the debate on 

definition and typology, although there is no working definition.57  The State 

Department’s terrorism is the dominant definition, which is established as fact in media 

and political discourse.  Officials often conceal that terrorism discourse is an extension of 

political spin, which serves to delegitimize resistance.  There is no meta-terrorism 

discourse, only labels for criminalizing. The state intelligentsia not only tends to deride 

the information presented by critical terrorism scholarship, war protest, cultural media 

studies and anti-defamation groups, but also accuses these groups of being unpatriotic in 

the “war against terror,” “soft on” or supporters of “terrorism.” 

After Secretary of State Alexander Haig called terrorism the “deadliest” 

confrontation we now face, New York Times increased coverage by 60 percent (1981 to 

1985).  Following Crelinsten, Douglas and Zulaika point out that the 1970s marked a 

major paradigm shift in which media’s framing of political violence as terrorism 

emerged, especially in New York Times Index.58  Yet terrorism actually became 

fashionable after World War II during decolonization and liberation struggles, 

ethnonationalism, two superpower world, population explosion, cynicism and 

fundamentalism and the suppression of civil rights and the environmental movement.  

Terrorism became the first and foremost discourse, and once started, its claims become 

insulated, as one published article by an expert became fact and then was repeated by 

these experts, supplying the critical sub-genre of terror in a field of expertise largely 

incestuous and circular. 

Terrorism narratives begin with dreadful statistics on innocent victims, even 

though such statistics are regularly flawed by the incoherent definition of terror. Visual 
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aids, data, charts and quantification make terrorism seem vast, although these documents 

are misleadingly prepared, with experts of the state using fictionalization just as much as 

statistics, and failing to mention that the common flu has cost 10 times the fatality of 

terror, the number of victims of terror amount to about one-fourth of those struck by 

lightning and more people are stung by deadly bees than have died of terrorism. In the 

years 1989 to 1992 zero deaths could be attributed to terrorism versus 100,000 homicides 

in the U.S. 

This is not so much about fiction and fact as antitheses, but rather how they share 

a porous boundary.  As historian Hayden White argues, fictions of factual representation 

present different ways of signifying human consciousness and the world.  Both the 

factual and fictional use similar rhetorics of classic counterinsurgency texts in which a 

bizarre club of terror nations is taken for granted and indigenous liberation groups, 

activists and militants are conflated as terrorists.  Its omissions single out and remove 

incidents from larger contacts, homogenizing and trivializing vastly differing social 

realities and collapsing nations in the category “terrorists.” 

 More recently, Zulaika in Radical History Review has assessed the construction of 

terror in the post 9/11 era and seems to have moved closer to extensive definition of 

terror.59  Like Beinin, Zulaika suggests expanding the meaning of terrorism to include 

American and Western acts. Zulaika contends that terror is self fulfilling prophecy of 

counterterrorism, for which figures such as Shiek Omar Abdul Rahman, Osama Bin 

Laden, Taliban were recruited, funded, trained or given visas by the CIA. While Bush 

claims to be against terrorism, he claims the support of Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.  By 

charging the Other with terrorism, the counterterrorism can dispense with the rule of law.  

Psychoanalytic Discourses on Terrorism 

Theoretical articulations of trauma studies and psychoanalysis also seek to 

understand counterterror.  James Berger suggests that a comprehension of the role of 

trauma in the formulation of Israeli, Palestinian and U.S. identities might help to 

understand and even resolve political conflicts – from the “War on Terror” to the Israeli-
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Palestine conflict – that arise from traumatic events.60 Berger furnishes examples of 

Israeli (medieval pogroms, Holocaust, Arab aggression), Palestinian (Crusades, Zionist 

aggression) and U.S. (Vietnam, 9/11) traumas, making the case that through transference 

and acting out, Israel fights Nazi/Palestine and Palestinians fight European 

imperialism/Israelis.  In this way, “conflicts continue in the present and often compound 

the effects of past traumas.”61  Berger suggests that trauma studies and psychoanalysis, 

especially theories articulated by LaCapra, can be another productive approach to 

understanding political violence between the Western and Middle Eastern society.  

LaCapra’s Writing History, Writing Trauma is concerned with the interpretation 

of historical traumas, such as the Holocaust, and trauma’s lasting consequences.62
  In the 

case of unmastered trauma, the victim is often “haunted” by the original event and caught 

up in its compulsive repetition.  LaCapra, drawing concepts from psychoanalysis and 

applying them to historical studies, describes two forms of remembering traumatic 

events: “acting out” (melancholy) and “working through” (mourning).  He argues that the 

remembrance of traumatic events that are “charged with emotion and value” is likely to 

involve “transference,” or “the tendency to repeat or reenact performatively in one’s own 

discourse or relations processes active in the object of study.”63  Working through, on the 

other hand, is a process in which a person seeks to gain “critical distance on a problem.”64  

Working through is not a panacea toward traumatic closure, but it certainly does enable 

one to distinguish between the experience that overwhelmed him/her and his/her present 

life. 

LaCapra has frequently stated that there is no absolute binary between acting out 

and working through.  In acting out, one compulsively re-experiences or reenacts the 

traumatic event(s) of the past as if it were fully present. Moreover, a “negative sublimity” 

may at times be ascribed to traumatic events, inducing what LaCapra describes as 

“founding traumas” that in turn can become the intensely cathected basis of individual or 

group identity.  Instead of allowing the trauma to return on its own terms, we recall the 
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trauma in a narrative of our own framing.  On the other hand, working through addresses 

the need to inquire “critically and self-critically into one’s own subject position and the 

nature and function of one’s concern [with a traumatic past].65  Some acting out may be 

unavoidable and even necessary.  Working through in no way determines closure of 

trauma. In fact, facile closure is often a sign of premature repression and denial, while 

working through is a process that is perhaps never wholly completed. 

LaCapra draws a further distinction between structural trauma and historical 

trauma.  Structural trauma is experienced as the absence of an original condition of 

perfect harmony, which is represented in prelapsarian mythical terms, “the encounter 

with the Lacanian real.”66  A particularly pernicious example is the Nazi myth of the 

original unified community, Volksgemeinschaft.  A familiar approach to alleviate the 

society generated by structural trauma is to convert absence into loss and anxiety into 

fear.  This leads to the expulsion or destruction of individuals or groups alleged to be 

radically Other and as such the cause of lost harmony.  Historical trauma is not easily 

opposed to structural trauma (like acting out and working through are not dichotomous), 

but in general it works toward finding distinction between absence and loss, and 

understanding pseudo-solutions of structural trauma as scapegoating. 

In a 1998 interview, LaCapra suggest that solely acting out can negatively affect 

historiography toward two extreme possibilities: 

Full identification, whereby you try to relive the experience of the other, 

or find yourself unintentionally reliving it; and pure objectification, which 

is the denial of transference, the blockage of affect that influences 

research, and simply trying to be as objectified and neutral an observer as 

possible.67 

In the first case of over-identification, LaCapra has critiqued Daniel Goldhagen’s Hitler’s 

Willing Executioners for excessive identification with Holocaust victims, in which the 

                                                 
65 LaCapra, Dominick. (1998). History and memory after Auschwitz. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, p. 
179. 
66 LaCapra, Dominick. (1994). Representing the Holocaust: history, theory, trauma. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, p. 195. 
67 Goldberg, A. and LaCapra, D. (1998, June 9). “Acting-out” and “working-through” trauma. International 

School for Holocaust Studies 8(1). Retrieved September 18, 2006, from www1.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/ 
Microsoft%20Word%20-%203646.pdf. 
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acting out of trauma plays an unchecked role.68  At the other extreme of pure neutrality, 

LaCapra interrogates Peter Novick’s The Holocaust in American Life, which asserts that 

each generation and school of Holocaust studies has drawn from a kind of repository to 

legitimate contemporary needs and interests.  LaCapra argues that Novick’s writing 

recognizes only the pragmatic and strategic uses of history, while downplaying its 

powerful emotional consequences for historians, survivors and their families.  According 

to LaCapra, it is absolutely necessary in historical writing to corroborate facts and be as 

accurate as possible, but it’s not all of it: “there are other dimensions, including one 

implication in the object that study, effective or emotional response, and how to come to 

terms with emotional response.”69 

The U.S. articulation and mediation of the Middle East and “terrorism” obviously 

has been characterized more by acting out than working through.  The transference and 

acting out an Oedipal trauma illuminates the U.S. neoliberal construct of revolutionary 

Middle East.  Transference places the “barbaric” Middle East in the position of the 

punishing father, and the free and democratic motherland as the object of plenitude and 

desire.  In this way, there is the confusion between loss and absence in the process of 

acting out, in which the American paradise is feared to be lost, and thus, must be 

regained, despite the fact that the prelapsarian vision of the free and terror-free 

motherland never really existed at all.  Therefore, the sense of loss is in truth an absence.  

In addition, in the structural trauma of U.S. hegemony, the nation is imagined as the 

absence of an original harmony, compulsive repetition of counterterrorist discourse and 

Arab Othering converts absence into loss, anxiety into fear, and scapegoat into enemy. 

Žižek suggests that the lesson of counterterror for psychoanalysis is that one 

should not mistake reality for fiction.70  Inverting the standard reading of 9/11 as an 

intrusion of the real, which shattered the American illusory sphere, Žižek suggests that 

before 9/11 the U.S. lived in its (own) reality, perceiving third world horrors as not part 

of our social reality, but rather as something which existed as a spectral aberration in the 

media.  Virtualization calls for a return to the real, but the “real” that returns has the 

status of another semblance: “on account of its traumatic/excessive character, the real is 
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70 Žižek, Slavoj. (2002). Welcome to the desert of the real. New York: Verso. 
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unable to be integrated into (what we experience as) our reality, and are therefore 

compelled to experience [9/11] as a nightmarish apparition.”71  The postponement of 

films after 9/11 is one example of the repression of the fantasmatic background 

responsible for the impact of the attacks.  Thus, 9/11 brought the awareness of our 

insulated artificial universe (i.e., our “reality” as it was structured and supported within 

U.S. ideology and fantasy), which generated the notion of some evil invader threatening 

destruction.  Terrorism is turned into an irrational abstract agency – subtracted from the 

concrete socio-ideological structure which gave birth to it.  

One key ideological structural excess was the overidentification with the military 

power system. Terrorism is not the remnant of some barbaric past, but the necessary 

outcome of western power itself.  Overidentification with the militarism is turned into 

excess which the system has to eliminate.  As power generates its own excess, it has to 

annihilate this excess in the domain of secret operations. Žižek posits that today’s 

embodiments of “evil” (Osama, Hussein) are really the symptoms of western military 

excess. Thus, antiterrorist state measures themselves are often shrouded in same secrecy 

that was key in the formation of their present targets.  Žižek calls the “war on terror” a 

form of acting out; it functions as an act whose true aim is to lull us into the falsely 

secure conviction that nothing has really changed. Abstraction is inscribed into a very 

real situation and terrorism is simply a counterpoint to this warfare.   

Instead of acting out, one should confront the questions: What will war mean in 

the 21stcentury? Who will the “they” be if they are neither states nor criminal gangs? 

Aren’t international terrorists an obscene double of multinational corporations? As 

opposed to acting out, the West might commit itself to what Lacan termed “traversing the 

fantasy,” accepting that in daily existence, we are immersed in “reality” (structured and 

supported by ideology and fantasy) and this immersion is disturbed by symptoms which 

bear witness to the fact that another repressed level of our psyche resists this immersion.  

To “traverse the fantasy” is to fully identify oneself with the fantasy, which structures the 

excess that resists our immersion in daily reality; “fantasy” is Janus-like, simultaneously 

pacifying, disarming (providing an imaginary scenario which enables us to endure the 

abyss of the other’s desire) and shattering, disturbing, inassimilable into our reality.  
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Direct confrontation with obscene racist fantasies, such as counterterrorism discourses 

circulated in the public space, can happen through playful identification with them, not 

through denial of them. 

Conclusion 

 The foregoing review of discourses on counterterrorism highlights, from the 

political left to the right, just a few of the hegemonic struggles, negotiations and 

resistances to the definition and policies of counterterrorism and how representations and 

interpretations of it are shaped by specific political actors and historical contexts.  

Through the circuit of culture, encoding and decoding can shape and be shaped by 

dominant, negotiated and resistant constructions and understandings of a phenomenon in 

unpredictable directions.72  The meaning of “terrorism” is constructed precisely because 

the realization of its meaning results from the interaction between the symbolic capacities 

of the object itself and the perceptual apparatus of those who experience the object.   

To examine the production of Arab terrorism action films, it is necessary to look at 

different political actors, intellectual and historical contexts and how different 

constructions and discourses compete within the narrative, technological and visual 

aesthetics of entertainment media.  Hollywood’s action films generally initiate conflict or 

the oscillation between dominant, negotiated and resistant discourses on terrorism, by and 

large viciously caricaturing and dismissing resistant perspectives, and ultimately siding 

with one of the dominant institutional policies, whether it be preemptive and jingoistic 

militarism, neoliberal economic globalization and modernization, or national security and 

the rule of international law.  Thus, the spectrum of counterterrorist discourses within 

national culture shape the conceptions of counterterrorism and the negotiation of 

neoconservatism, neoliberalism and centrist liberalism within spatial and temporal 

relations of nature, aesthetics, technology, gender, race, sexuality and identity, dreams 

and Hollywood films. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
 
 
Media and terrorism research is largely informed by the dominant U.S. discourses 

on counterterrorism outlined in the previous chapter.  The most prevalent account of the 

relationship between terrorism and the media, marked by conservative, liberal hawk and 

centrist  discourses, suggests a symbiotic relationship in which media is seen as complicit 

with terror, or in the least, media coverage helps terror meet its goals.  In fact, the 

rhetorical function of the “terrorist theatre” is said to owe its very existence to the media.1  

At best, the media are said to willingly and unwillingly encourage terrorism or impede 

attempts to fight it.  At worst, news media are perceived as proterrorist pawns and 

sympathizers of terrorists (“liberal media are the terrorist’s friends”); the media provide 

the means for news staged by terrorists and encoded with messages to both insiders and 

outsiders. 

According to classical counterterrorism and media research, the media facilitate 

many if not all of the terrorists’ objectives; they prolong incidents, hinder police 

operations, provide terrorists with tactical and strategic information, expose secret 

governmental tools against terror (such as spying, wiretapping and torture) and place the 

lives of hostages and officials in danger. The media are said to put inappropriate pressure 

on authorities to resolve incidents and to negotiate with terrorists.  Broadcast journalism 

is seen as benefiting from terrorism, which provides televisual drama and has been the 

making of numerous broadcast anchors and widely seen news programs.   

Walter Laqueur’s definitive statement on terrorism and the media suggests that 

terrorists target free societies because their correspondingly free media, which tend to 

cover violent events: “The success of a terrorist operation depends almost entirely on the 

amount of publicity it receives.”2  According to Catton, the “freedom to report terrorist 

activities is tantamount to freedom to reinforce them.”3  U.S. freedom is thus cast as the 

                                                 
1 Apple, R. W. (1985, July 16). Thatcher urges the press to help 'starve' terrorists. New York Times, p. A3. 
2 Laqueur, Walter. (1977). Terrorism. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p. 109. 
3 Catton, W. R., Jr. (1978). Militants and the media: Partners in terrorism? Indiana Law Journal 53: 715. 
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innocent victim of mediated terrorism, which is caused by the supposedly unique U.S. 

freedoms of press and expression (as opposed to political and religious violence being 

incited by U.S. globalism and militarism). 

Classical counterterrorism and media research has placed emphasis on the issue of 

terrorists’ strategies and tactics in exploiting the media.  It has studied the objectives of 

terrorism in the media: obtaining publicity about their existence and purposes; achieving 

legitimacy, status conferral, or at least a boost in morale; eliminating opponents; getting 

their desires on the agendas of policymakers and the public; obtaining obedience from the 

public; achieving a contagion effect in which other individuals or groups join the 

violence; coercing bargaining from policymakers; provoking oppressive measures from 

the authorities; undermining the authority of the state; having their grievances settled (if 

possible).4  

 However, classical counterterrorism presents an unwillingness to examine 

media’s role in shaping discourses of terrorism and the media’s centrality in shaping 

modern experience of the world.5  A contagion model of terrorism and media fails to 

consider limited effects and negotiation of both producers and consumers of media.  It is 

rooted in a simplistic “society versus media” conception.  It is not based on systematic 

research, but rather derived from partisan symposia and anecdotal research.  Since there 

is a shared assumption in classical theory that almost any coverage of a terrorist act 

benefits the terrorists, it also offers solutions for media as police/military auxiliary.  

Counterterrorism asks, “how can media coverage contribute to the fight against 

terrorism?”6  Common suggestions for improvement of media coverage include 

precautions not to legitimate terrorists or endanger hostages and guidance through 

detailed rules, especially for embedded reporters, who sign contracts explicitly requiring 

them to “follow the direction and orders of the Government.”7 

                                                 
4 Crenshaw, M. (1990). The logic of terrorism: Terrorist behavior as a product of strategic choice. In W. 
Reich (Ed.), Origins of terrorism (pp. 7-24). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Schmid, A. P. and 
De Graaf, J. (1982). Violence as communication: insurgent terrorism and the Western news media. Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage; Stohl, M. (1983). The politics of terrorism. New York: Marcel Dekker; Wardlaw, G. 
(1982). Political terrorism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
5 Slocum, J. David. (2005). Terrorism, media, liberation. Rutgers U. Press. 
6 Clawson, P. (1990). Why we need more but better coverage of terrorism. In C. W. Kegley, Jr. (Ed.), 
International terrorism (pp. 241-244). New York: St. Martin’s, p. 241. 
7 Miller, D. (2003, April 03). Embed with the military. Z Magazine. Retrieved November 8, 2006, from 
http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?ItemID=3378 
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Political Economy and Media 

 Although such notions as terrorism/media symbiosis or the rhetorical function of 

terrorism as communication have been dominant discourses in the field of terrorism and 

media studies, some scholars analyze terrorism discourse from the milieu in which it is 

socially constructed for Western public consumption: not from the “terrorists” alone, but 

rather from the counterterrorism discourse that manages and frames political and 

religious violence in the media.8  Specifically, political economy has looked at how 

media coverage takes on official perspectives of terrorism experts and the state and how 

policies and practices of media coverage of terrorism play into the interests of Western 

states.  Political economy moves beyond economic and technological determinism, in 

striving to encompass the social totality of the culture industries, and the analysis of the 

media business, narrative content and audience reception.  

 Mosco defines political economy as “the study of the social relations, particularly 

the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption 

of resources.”9  The central concept of social totality calls for an understanding of the 

connections between the political and economic. Political economy generally holds three 

basic assumptions: 1.) economic and political forces, as well as the social and cultural, 

need to be examined in order to pursue a social totality that overcomes essentialism and 

determinism, striving instead for critical democratic knowledge; 2.) The weakening of 

antitrust and monopoly legislation pertaining to the mass media industry has led to rapid 

consolidation by a small number of multinational, oligarchic corporations to such an 

extent that it now seems inaccurate to speak of differing media, such as books, 

newspapers, television, theater and motion pictures, as synergy dissolves the idiomatic 

distinctions among industries and markets;  3.) Various constructs, including gate 

keeping, agenda setting, marketing concepts, stereotypes and public relations shape 

media content so as to reproduce, more often than challenge, the conditions of a 

commodified status quo of global consolidation.10 

                                                 
8 Slocum; Herman, Edward S. and O’Sullivan, Gerry. (1989). The terrorism industry: the experts and 

institutions that shape our view of terror. New York: Pantheon Books. 
9 Mosco, V. (1996). The political economy of communication. London: Sage, p. 25. 
10 For a general overview and introduction to the literature, Mosco's The political economy of 

communication is helpful and points to significant studies that set the political economy lens on 
conglomerate Hollywood. Other studies include Herman and Chomsky's Manufacturing Consent: The 



 

41 
 

 Examining press treatment of international news from the vantage point of central 

political economic and organizational gate keeping, Herman and Chomsky's propaganda 

model includes a set of filters comprising of: 1.)  size ownership and profit orientation of 

the mass media; 2.) The influence of advertising; 3.) Sourcing; 4.) Conservative Flak; 5.) 

Anti-Communism.11  Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model suggests that the policy 

of “quality dichotomy” - ignoring the atrocities of friendly nations (unworthy) and 

exploiting the victims of the enemy (worthy); contrasts of “illegitimate” popular elections 

in the Third World and legitimate military dictatorships – makes it possible for the U.S. 

elite to use the economy and military to serve their interests. 

As the division of media labor is reconfigured through changing technologies, 

political economy tends to concentrate on the specific set of social relations organized 

around powerful states or the ability to control other people, processes, and things, even 

in the face of social resistance.  The integration and globalization of the media into the 

market system has been accelerated by the loosening of the rules limiting media 

concentration, cross ownership, and control by non-media companies.  The mainstream 

of the corporate community are brought into a symbiotic relationship with media 

conglomerates through the boards of directors and social links.   

Herman and Chomsky cite that NBC and Group W television and cable systems, 

their respective parents, GE and Westinghouse, are themselves mainstream corporate 

giants, with boards of directors that are dominated by corporate and banking executives.  

Financial data on the largest U.S. media companies, the wealth of the groups controlling 

these firms, and the affiliations that link external members of media boards to non-media 

companies justifies that constant attention be paid to media consolidation in political 

economy studies.  In fact, the 23 firms dominating almost every sector mass media in 

1990 cited in Herman and Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent almost seems quaint when 

one compares the further diminution to the present six major media conglomerates.   

Robert McChesney argues that the highly concentrated media unquestioningly use 

of official sources – resulting in an establishment bias as professionalism.12  This results 

                                                                                                                                                 
Political Economy of the Mass Media and Janet Wasko’s Hollywood in the information age, Justin Wyatt’s 
High concept and Toby Miller et al., Global Hollywood.  
11 Herman, E. S. and Chomsky, Noam. (2002). Manufacturing consent. New York: Pantheon. 
12 McChesney, R. (2002). The zillionth time as tragedy. Television & New Media. 3(2): 133-7. 
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in part from the structural context of the media, in which multinational news corporations 

benefit from consolidation and neoliberal globalization and seek deregulation.  Because 

the radio and TV companies and networks all require government licenses and franchises, 

because they depend on government support in business taxes, interest rates, labor 

policies, production resources, information sourcing, and direct intervention in the 

enforcement of antitrust and piracy laws, they are potentially subject to government 

control or harassment.   

Political investments of the corporate community in “flak” institutions such as 

Accuracy in Media (AIM) and the David Horowitz Foundation function to conduct 

“research” on liberal bias, harass the media and put pressure on them to follow the 

corporate agenda and a hard-line, right-wing foreign policy.  Media corporations 

therefore use lobbying, the cultivation of political relationships, while positions of power 

are established by the revolving-door flow of personnel between the regulators and the 

regulated.  In the very least, media corporations enact careful policy and self-

govermentality so as to avoid state discipline. The reproduction of the ideological 

conditions is dependent on the cooperation of the educational institutions and news 

journalism, which in turn are reinforced by highly concentrated media dependent on the 

state.   

In his discussion of “the terrorism industry,” Herman notes media reliance on 

“industry” sources, which results in “structured and massive bias.”13 The media are 

responsible for the dissemination of the “industry’s” perspective.  News media play into 

state objectives concerning how terrorism is defined and determines attitudes toward 

insurgent groups, state behavior, and legitimacy. In the case of mediated terrorism in the 

1980s, as much as 69% of news stories were derived from interviews, quotations or 

reports of state officials.14  In the 1990s, at least 60% of sources in reporting terrorism 

came from U.S. government officials, terrorism experts, Israel and allied governments, 
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while only 40% of the sources were non-official such as activists, Palestinians, citizens, 

eyewitnesses.15   

A recent FAIR report suggests that U.S. sources for ABC World News Tonight, 

CBS Evening News and NBC Nightly News in the year 2001 were 92 percent white, 85 

percent male and 75 percent conservative.16  During the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, the 

issue of official perspectives on terrorism in the U.S. media was significantly magnified, 

as journalists became entirely dependent on ties with government officials and were 

“embedded” in the “War on Terror,” as well as threatened with dismissal by corporate 

media employers for not kow-towing official perspectives; some journalists were 

victimized as military targets of the U.S. armed forces.17 

Media communication scholars suggest that the media selection of events deemed 

newsworthy is influenced not only by journalists, but also by their sources, i.e. those who 

have access to the production and encoding process of mass media.  Traditionally, 

economic and political power is a dominant precondition for such access, especially in 

the coverage of conventional bureaucratic “beats.”  Thus, sources representing 

governmental institutions and multinational corporations have more impact on what 

becomes news than ordinary citizens.18  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Lacy and 

Coulson suggest that reporters followed the same elitist standards for source selection of 

nontraditional beats (human rights, environment, terrorism) as they applied on older 

beats.19 

The news media are neither purely objective nor a “watchdog” of governmental 

power.  Instead, the media are heavily tilted in favor of U.S. government perspectives.20  

Global media are drawn into dependent relationships with the White House, CIA, FBI 

and the State Department, especially in “beats” and sourcing during the newsgathering 

                                                 
15 Wittebols, J. H. (1992). Media and the institutional perspective: U.S. and Canadian coverage of 
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process for television and newspapers.  Such preparation of news constitutes a 

bureaucratic subsidy to the mass media, reducing the cost of acquiring raw materials and 

producing news. Government subsidy becomes particularly problematic in the instance of 

the Pentagon or the State Department, at the taxpayer’s expense, misleading the people in 

the interests of powerful groups such as military contractors, multinational corporations 

and sponsors of state oppression.   

Military public affairs perpetrates surveillance of the media and media trade 

papers for productions and approaching television producers and filmmakers working on 

projects of relevance for “product placement.”  Producers and filmmakers who criticize 

the military-industrial complex will rarely receive full cooperation from Pentagon.  Such 

controversial criticism is at odds with the Pentagon’s need to present positively the 

military-industrial complex.  Through military advertising, news media interviews with 

high-ranking officers, orchestrated Pentagon and Hollywood special screenings (at the 

taxpayer’s expense), politicians are shown the efficacy of the military budget and 

taxpayers are encouraged to support military culture. Young men, in particular, are a 

target audience for propensity to enlist in the military.  

Both government and corporate sources are managed through public relations 

branches that prepare thousands of documents and reports daily in clear language and 

“photo opportunity.” Through the co-opting and self-fashioning of experts by corporate 

and government groups, putting them on the payroll as consultants, funding their 

research, and organizing think tanks with vested interest in conservative military 

ideology, they serve the media with PR.  The United States and other Western 

governments have pressed the interests of their home country eager to expand abroad, 

and the Intermonetary Fund and the World Bank have done the same by focusing on 

profitability.  Although presented as natural or scientific, PR is designed to evoke 

positive associations of corporate and military culture, in order to advance elite interests 

and hegemonic ideology.  The arousal of “terrorism” filters in such PR suspends the 

demand for factual evidence and provides expert credentials to rent-seeking wonks.   

Yet, one need not conclude that the U.S. government and several mass media 

outlets are in fact engaged in a “gigantic ongoing conspiracy to keep information that is 
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crucial to the understanding of U.S. foreign policy.”21  The economic principles of news 

gathering and presentation, along with ideological tenets, shed a great deal of light on the 

performance of mass media.  The behavior of the mass media can be understood by the 

desire to maximize profit.  Expense is a factor that goes a long way toward explaining 

why the news is so heavily tilted toward the perspective of the politically powerful.  The 

profit motive of corporate-operated media contributes to underfunding and slashing of 

international news resources.  The expense of news gathering encumbers significant 

investigative efforts on the part of reporters, with news being either gathered through 

beats or handed to the reporters through press releases and conferences.  Stories are based 

largely from secondary sources or brief visits and are limited in scope by space 

restrictions and editorial censorship. Schlesinger, Murdock, and Elliott stress that the 

production constraints, combined with the public identities of news programs, yield 

“systematic variations” in coverage of political violence.22 

Advertising is the patron of the media industry and the media compete for 

advertisers, developing specialized staff to solicit advertisers and to explain how media 

programs serve advertiser’s needs.  The gain or loss of one percentage point in the 

Nielsen rating system translates into a difference in the yearly advertising revenue of 

hundreds of millions of dollars, so media institutions seek to be advertiser-friendly, 

selecting programs that are culturally and politically conservative.  Programs that criticize 

corporate activity, environmental degradation, the military-industrial complex, or global 

corporate exploitation of the Third World will rarely receive sponsorship from corporate 

advertisers.  Such controversial matters are at odds with the advertiser’s need to create 

“buying mood.” 

The economics of maximizing audience size has certain consequences with regard 

to the content and entertainment value of news: humor, sex and violence.  Just the same, 

producers must refrain from offending audiences [and advertisers].  Being objective 

means sticking to “common sense,” no matter how much evidential support can be 

marshaled against overgeneralized and illusory assumptions.  The ideology of objectivity 

falsely ignores the subjective saturation of didactic and narrative in news writing, 
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notwithstanding the propensity of objectivity to forbid journalists from presenting their 

own judgments and conclusions, even as they do so, which they themselves and the bulk 

of their audience might not tend to recognize as such.   

The bias running throughout mass media coverage of the Middle East is 

manifested not only in the presence of false information, but also in the conflation of 

perspectives into two sides and the absence of essential information needed to make 

sense of the region.23  The shortcoming of impartiality’s splitting of every single issue 

into “two sides,” even when many issues are many-sided, is that the selection of the two 

voices works in the interests of those with economic and ideological stakes, the powerful 

liberals or the powerful conservatives.  Thus, centrism narrows reportage from covering 

the perspectival range existing within larger public discourse outlined in the previous 

chapter.   

Terrorism in the Cinema 

Classical counterterrorism and media studies have focused mostly on the 

relationship between broadcast and print journalism and paid less attention to motion 

pictures in film and television.  Central to terrorism and television studies is the 

assumption that journalism is entirely separate from fiction and entertainment.  The focus 

on terror and news media presupposes the objectivity, transparency, truth of such cultural 

artifacts.  On the other hand, entertainment is assumed to have completely different 

standards. Whereas fictional images are attributed to individual filmmakers (auteur), 

news media are viewed as corporate institutions (networks).  Yet, both news media and 

cinematic portrayal of terrorism are characterized by similar narrative and 

representational operations; they share similar aesthetics and epistemology, are mobilized 

via technology and generally espouse only particular political and economic views.  Like 

news media, Hollywood realism depends on the same terrorism experts and plausibility 

for public viewers to participate as active producers of meaning.   

Despite public resistance to monopoly in the media industry, power is highly 

concentrated in the hands of several major corporations, who control 90 percent of the 

motion picture industry and continue to see escalating costs of production as marketing 

outstrips the “blockbuster” production itself and films are produced on the basis of the 
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climate in financing and marketing.  Critical analysis of conventional ideas within the 

industry itself and neoclassical economics foregrounds the “political situation of 

exploitation and generation stratified inequality in Hollywood.”24  Hollywood reproduces 

and regulates NICL (“New International Division of Cultural Labor”), a system that 

captures the international division of labor and how Hollywood coordinates and links 

productivity, exploitation and social control over the workers within the culture 

industries.  NICL is a three tiered power structure of international foundations: 1.) A 

world center, Hollywood; 2.) Intermediate zones nearby of secondary importance, 

Western Europe, North America and Australia; and 3.) Outlying regions of labor 

subordinate to the center, the rest of the world.   

In Hollywood in the Information Age, Janet Wasko looks at technological, social 

and economic trends in Hollywood, and argues that Hollywood as an industry means 

more than film production, distribution and exhibition; it also has incorporated spectacles 

of promotion, merchandising, theme parks, and other media forms such as television, 

cable, and home video.25  American financial institutions have bought foreign theaters 

and distribution companies, thus sharing risk and profit with local businesses. Hollywood 

producers and networks are also purchasing satellite and broadcasting across Europe, 

with AOL-Time Warner, Disney ABC, Viacom, NBC and others jostling their way into 

the center of the fast-growing Western European industry as a site of production and a 

dumping ground for all material.   

The common journalistic and industry shorthand since the 1960s, “runaway 

production” reflects the global positioning of Hollywood production after the World War 

II, when production costs rose and location shooting became one means of differentiating 

stories and when studios could purchase facilities around the world to utilize cheap, 

indigenous  labor.  Runaway television and film production from the U.S. amounted to 

$500 million in 1990 and $2.8 billion in 1998.  International co-production marks an 

important axis of socio-spatial transformation in the audiovisual industries, a space where 

border-erasing free-trade economics meets border-defining cultural initiatives under the 

                                                 
24 Miller, T., Govil, N., McMurria, J. and Maxwell, R. (2001). Global Hollywood. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
25 Wasko, J. (1995). Hollywood in the Information Age. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
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unstable sign of the nation.26  Co-production is a product of and response to the NICL.  

Proponents regard the NICL as a sign of successful postwar accumulation, whereby 

unions work with business and government to operate competitively, but according to 

critics, industries build on policy responses to the external cultural domination or simply 

enable that domination, as place is governmentalized and commodified as an industrial 

setting of sites and services.  The film industry's globalization poses as a sign of 

American ideology and perceived threat to other national cultures, as detailed in the 

discourse of cultural imperialism.  Thus, Hollywood extends beyond traditional industrial 

boundaries of the national film business and engages in trans-industrial activities.  

Changes and continuity in Hollywood must be understood in the light of general 

economic and political contexts, e.g. the regulation of media sectors such as cable 

privatization and commercialization tendencies in global markets.   

The relationship between Hollywood and banking institutions raises important 

questions about corporate control.  In Movies and Money, Wasko has focused on the 

historical and current role of banking institutions, not only because of their intimate 

historical relationship with the American film industry, but also because of their key 

positions of power within the American economic and political structure.27  Wasko’s 

rationale reinforces the method of de-centering media in political economy research and 

looking to the larger social totality and power relations.  In Hollywood in the Information 

Age, Wasko also looks at the development of technologies in Hollywood filmmaking and 

argues that the development and diffusion of such technologies must also be seen in the 

light a general economic and political contexts.28  Since motion pictures also contribute to 

the reproduction and perpetuation of dominant ideology, the interaction between finance 

capital and film can provide further understanding of narrative and aesthetic processes. 

The extensive commercialization of Hollywood through product placement, tie-

ins, merchandising and licensing results in the influence of marketing decisions on the 

creative process of cinematic visions.  Plots and characters are often modified to plug 

certain products, as product placement firms recommend script changes and script 

screeners function to warn their clients of possible negative consequences for their 

                                                 
26 Miller, Govil, McMurria and Maxwell. 
27 Wasko, Janet. (1982). Movies and money: financing the American film industry. Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 
28 Wasko, Hollywood in the information age. 
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products. However, merchandising is a two-way street, in which movie studios, realizing 

that advertising revenue can provide extra budget, court marketers with the lure of 

exclusive deals.  Motion picture marketing and research on marketing is guarded as 

proprietary information.  Marketing executives keep the favorite scapegoat at hand, the 

sovereign consumer, who by word-of-mouth rebelliously makes or breaks the film.  

There is a problem with this vision of audience power.  Movie executives decide what 

gets made and what is exhibited, not audiences and executive Hollywood makes movies 

that contain elements congenial with the marketability, and the ability to position, 

advertise, and so on.   

Despite promises of more competition and more diversity in access, changes in 

distribution via home video and cable have generally resulted in the “more of the same,” 

and given the narrower range of producers and synergistic duplication of programming, 

different outlets tend reproduce similar ideas, values and expressions.  As the 

globalization of Hollywood has increasingly led studios to consider how movie scripts, 

and the actors envisioned for the main roles, will play not only in the U.S., but also in 

Italy or Czechoslovakia, “American movies that do not travel are getting more difficult to 

make.”29  Therefore, Hollywood’s search for formulas with international appeal has led to 

growing reliance on standardized spectaculars: comedies and action adventure films.  The 

dictum for Hollywood content has become, “Make it simple and keep it moving.”30  The 

repetition of themes, images and characters across the synergistic media severely limits 

the expression of ideas and values, resulting in a form of cultural synergy.   

The trend towards standardized spectaculars is further institutionalized by 

practices in the industry such as “high concept.”  Justin Wyatt’s analysis of Hollywood 

high concept summarizes marketing effects on the film text.31  High concept is definitely 

connected to two forces, which have shaped the market for film within recent years: the 

development of new media (home video and cable) and the concurrent ownership 

changes within the film industry.  Wyatt considers high concept as the central 

development within post-classical cinema - a style of filmmaking molded by economic 

and institutional forces.  While film executives have defined high concept as, “a narrative 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 236. 
30 Ibid. 236. 
31 Wyatt, J. (1994). High concept: Movies and marketing in Hollywood. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
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which is very straightforward, easily communicated, and easily comprehended.”32  Wyatt 

argues that the emphasis on narrative conceals that high concept must also be marketable 

in at least two significant ways: the initial pitch for the project, and marketing, the “pitch” 

to the public.  Thus, the connection between marketability and high concept seems to be 

very strong in the entertainment industries.   

High concept stresses a simple marketable theme geared to a youth audience.  

Included in high concept is star and genre power, i.e. the linkage to the stars’ persona and 

genre franchises with a concept.  For instance, high concept is often defined through star 

and genre in such pitches as, “Eddie Murphy meets Prince Charles,” or “Terminator 

meets Dirty Harry.”  In addition, the lack of character development in the high concept 

film leads to greater investment in the physical aspects of characters, including their 

appearance and demeanor.  Finally, the usage of the term high concept also tends to 

describe such projects that deal with timely or fashionable subjects.  For example, Wyatt 

cites the 1980s trend combining single yuppies and babies as high concept (Three Men 

and a Baby, Baby Boom, She’s Having a Baby, and Look Who's Talking).  In practice, the 

locus of this marketability and concept of the contemporary industry is the “pitch.” 

The evidence of this influence can be observed in “industrial expressivity,” which 

Wyatt defines as formal “excess” motivated by sheer commercial interests.  According to 

Wyatt, this mark of “excess” stands out whenever there is, “a gap the motivation of the 

work,”33 i.e. whenever there is a preponderance of the film’s elements that are 

unnecessary in advancing story or establishing a style suitable to the story.  When 

“excess” is used for commercial ends, it aestheticizes elements needed to improve the 

marketability of film.  For instance, the use of exaggerated decoration, high-tech settings, 

or any special effects that disturb an otherwise consistent and coherent set of formal and 

narrative developments.  Thus, “excess” constitutes the signature of corporate authorship, 

rather than personal vision.  Wyatt’s inclusion of “personal vision” seems to romanticize 

Hollywood auteurism, and unless product placement is blatant, it seems difficult, if not 

impossible, to consistently differentiate corporate authorship and personal vision. 
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51 
 

Cinematic originality becomes a difficult question when one considers genre 

systems as cultural forms playing on historical antecedent.  Hollywood genre takes 

advantage of cultural competencies that are generated over time and situations that give 

viewers a common language through which to appreciate and connect to films.  Viewers 

are readers and, “reading is a social, communal, productive, active writing, a dialogue 

process which is a fundamental to popular culture.”34  In the early 20th-century, many 

copyright decisions understood that the textual origin of genre - its plots, titles, 

characters, ideas, situation and style - were part of public domain. IP laws provided an 

economic and moral framework for the incentive to create works and cinematic art.  

However, recent copyright legislation seeks to undermine cultural ownership, while it 

establishes and polices relations between textual ownership and use.   

Film and television are themselves constructs - representations of a pro-filmic 

reality not reality itself, but rather the processes that meet between social realities and the 

representations.  Naficy proposes the term “mediaworks,” as a theoretical framework to 

describe the combined operations of signifying institutions such as mass media that help 

obtain hegemonic consensus.35  Since mediaworks permeates everyday discourse in the 

form of common sense, it cannot be bracketed off from everyday life as a self-contained 

set of “political opinions” or “biased views.”  Mediaworks’ most intense “work” consists 

of the media and the manner in which it produces, circulates, and naturalizes certain 

limited representations of society’s others.   

Mediaworks comprises of: 1.) Stereotypes as a means of dealing with pressures of 

deadlines and discouragement of specialization in the media; 2.) Over reliance on images, 

leaving out complex or non-visual (but not invisible) social forces; 3.) Media 

professionalism (cinema narrativity, news objectivity, seamless televisual flow, etc.); 4.) 

Regular scheduling of programs; 5.) Competition among networks; 6.) Interconnection of 

framing of programs, promotion and advertising; 7.) Agenda setting through “breaking 

news;” and, 8). Continual surveillance of audience/consumers.  Applying mediaworks, 

can provide a rich and persuasive analysis of the U.S. media coverage of revolution, from 

                                                 
34Miller, Govil, McMurria and Maxwell 142. 
35 Naficy, H. (1997). Mediating the other: American pop culture representation of postrevolutionary Iran. In 
Y. R. Kamalipour (Ed.), The U.S. media and the Middle East: image and perception (pp. 73-90). Westport: 
Greenwood Press. 
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the initial denial of political precursors, to threat and spectacle, to the assimilation of the 

terrorism images from TV music documentaries to films and made-for-TV movies. 

In the production process of motion pictures, Hollywood is pressured to conform 

to a “terrorism blockbuster” image of the political resistance against Western imperial 

policy though social filters, interests of power, market forces, privileged sourcing and 

direct and self-govermentality. Shohat and Stam maintain that the imperial imaginary of 

Hollywood focuses on the individual rather than systemic, highlighting surface realities at 

expense of fundamental ones.36  This reality effect of “terror” dwells on surveillance, 

technology and pursuit of the enemy, and pleasure is derived from the clarification of 

uncertain details and decisive actions of the state. The reality effect claims media as 

window on the world, yet is the construct of articulation, identification, and spectator 

positioning.  It effaces constructed mediation and how public reality is born from news 

and cinematic treatment.  Reality is replaced with acknowledged simulations of real. 

Terrorism is not cinematic;37 news and films depend on the balance of images of 

the consequences of terrorist attacks and images of their preparation. Yet, images of 

attack preparation are mostly speculative and spectacular accounts of state and terrorism 

experts. Both television news and cinema rely heavily on spectacle, which colonizes 

everyday life, interpellating individuals as imperial subjects.  The spectacle is about 

forgetting, concealing the capitalist production process, withdrawing from political 

engagement to spectacular display and burying history, structures and discourses.  

American imperial spectacles display and forget enabling myths of the U.S.: an 

organization of politics around racial domination, redemption through violence, belief in 

individual agency and identification of the state.38   

Spectacle provides the illusion of personal control, encourages immediate 

audience identification with the heroism of covert action.  Folding back into conservative 

discourses on terror, imperial spectacle exploits the image of the “savage other” and the 

myth of white massacre (consummating act of racial revenge or rescue) that inverts 
                                                 
36 Shohat, Ella and Stam, Robert. (1994). Unthinking Eurocentrism: multiculturalism and the media. 
London and New York: Routledge. 
37 Carruthers, S. (2005). Two faces of 1950s terrorism. In J. D. Slocum (Ed.), Terrorism, media, liberation 
(pp. 70-93). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers U.P. 
38 Rogin, Michael. (1993). Make My Day! spectacle as amnesia in imperial politics [and] the sequel. In A. 
Kaplan & D. Pease (Eds.), Cultures of American Imperialism (pp. 499-534). Durham: Duke University 
Press. 
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history, both making nonwhites disposable and indispensable.  Like the visions of a 

valiant KKK in D.W. Griffith’s 1915 film, Birth of a Nation, which ride horseback to the 

rescue of white women held in captivity by black villains, counterterrorism spectacle in 

Hollywood cinema paints the political and economic causes of conflict in terms in 

different types of human bodies and world religions, Arabs and Muslims, and the 

Western counterterrorist spectacle as its own heroic rescue and “final solution.”  As 

Geoff King suggests, spectacle is not simply a powerful image, meticulously composed 

and effusive in action and pathos, but a social process and centrality of the technological 

mediation.39  Spectacle reinforces and operates within defining narrative of the West, 

myth of the frontier, expansionism, what Hitler called lebensraum (“living room”).  

The set of filters constitutes a filmic propaganda model, in which audiences 

identify with military and convert “ways of seeing.” Central to the narrative process is the 

“revenge” drama: arrogant and fanatic militants (hubris) seek to shock of innocent target 

population through dastardly destruction by means of hostage taking or bombing (ate), 

leading ultimately to restoration of unity by means a further destruction of unilateral and 

preemptive militarism (nemesis).  Cinematic spectators become the all seeing survivors at 

a safe distance from this destruction.  Like television news, cinema exploits images of 

terrorism for a traumatic effect, which heightens the sense of the frustration of viewer’s 

sense of control.  The portrayals of heroism and evil trigger a moral and ideological 

recentering in favor of the security state and the myth of the stable, but expanding nation.  

Western discourses of the political and religious violence in the Arabic speaking 

world are both shaped and reflected in U.S. filmic representations.  Film narratives 

represent historically specific images of national, political, artistic and cultural conflicts 

between U.S. interests and the Middle East, especially in discourses of counterterrorism 

as master narrative.  Both scholars and artists draw from the visual culture reservoir of 

counterterrorism discourses alike, as it is structured in the West: the denunciations of 

Middle Eastern terrorism and Islamic fundamentalism, or calling for disarmament of 

Hezbollah or Iran, with concurrent exceptionalist attitudes toward capitalism, jingoism, 

militarism and globalization. The cultural iconography of foreign relations is shaped by 
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both state and private organizations, sometimes working closely together, and other times 

in conflict. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

  
 
 
A range of methodologies have been employed in studies of the representation 

and reception of Arab terrorism in U.S. films, including criticism of stereotypes in films,1 

genre criticism,2 discourse analysis of film reviews,3 political economy,4 cultural studies,5 

international relations,6 and gender studies.7  Most studies in fact tend to employ multiple 

methodologies, including interdisciplinary writing on the discourses of film distribution 

and reception.8  Much of this research has provided a compelling account of how Arab 

terrorism in Hollywood films may shape the American public conception of Arabs and 

Muslims and favor U.S. interests and master narratives.  Yet, the literature has not fully 

examined the processes and discourses of film production, marketing and exhibition. 

Production history is an account of the process by which motion pictures are 

planned, produced and distributed.  Therefore, production history focuses not only on the 

discourses emanating from the relations of film production, but also studio public 

relations discourse and marketing.  Studying the processes of production reveals more 

about the encoding of signification systems of Arab terrorist imagery in Hollywood 

movies.  I trace the production process of U.S. action films, employing methodologies 

from several disciplines to provide a multiperspectival analysis of film production, 

                                                 
1 Shaheen, J. (2001). Reel bad Arabs: how Hollywood vilifies a people. New York: Olive Branch. 
2 Eisele, J. C. (2002, Summer). The wild east: deconstructing the language of genre in the Hollywood 
eastern. Cinema Journal 41(4): 68-94. 
3 Hall, A. (2001). Film reviews and the public's perceptions of stereotypes: Movie critics’ discourse about 
The Siege. Communication Quarterly 49: 399-423. 
4 Naficy, H. (1997). Mediating the Other: American Pop Culture Representation of Postrevolutionary Iran. 
In Y. R. Kamalipour (Ed.), The U.S. media and the Middle East: image and perception (pp. 73-90). 
Westport: Greenwood Press. 
5 Steinberg, S. R. (2002). French fries, fezzes, and minstrels: the Hollywoodization of Islam. Cultural 

Studies <=> Critical Methodologies 2(2): 205-210. 
6 McAlister, M. (2001). Epic encounters: culture, media, and U.S. interests in the Middle East, 1945-2000. 
Berkeley: University of California Press  
7 Semati, M. (2001). Sex, violence, and terrorism in Hollywood’s international political imagery. In Y. R. 
Kamalipour and K. R. Rampal (Eds.), Media, sex, violence, and drugs in the global village (pp. 235-260). 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 
8 Wilkins, K. and Downing, J. (2002). Mediating terrorism: text and protest in the interpretation of The 

Siege. Critical Studies in Media Communication. 19(4): 419-437. 
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including critical theory and cultural studies, archival studies and film historiography.  

These various approaches differ in function ranging from descriptive to critical, but they 

all contribute to a common focus on examining the communication encoded in films. 

Critical Theory 

Critical theory involves a critical interpretation of the world that is historically 

and politically informed.  Critical theory examines of the relationships between power, 

knowledge and discourse that are produced in the context of historical and cultural 

struggles.  Knowledge is mediated by power relations of our social world and is socially 

constructed in the production and reproduction of oppressive conditions. Knowledge 

places limits on the political and economic freedom of individuals when it manipulates 

socialize subjects to be cultural members, who compelled to accept social status and 

oppressive conditions within power relations as natural, necessary or inevitable, not fully 

realizing the political influences that often shape the agenda of media and its production 

of knowledge.   

Communication is a medium through which social actors produce and deliberate 

knowledge claims and realize their potential for self-understanding and determination. 

Typically, the communication is managed in normalized and subtle practices of 

domination that diffuse discourses and the possibility of organized resistance to corporate 

media.  Discourse is central to the formation of subjectivity and privileges certain groups 

in society.  The Frankfurt school theorists suggested that the narrow range of instrumental 

discourses of efficiency, productivity, profit and control were propagated by cultural 

institutions during the evolution of industrial and corporate capitalism, and can be 

understood in part as reproducing ideological discourse.  Discourses are the intellectual 

forces responsible for maintaining the imaginary relations to the real conditions of 

existence in late capitalism.  Discourse is a field of forces through which political 

economic influence and dominant groups, aided by positivist science and commercialized 

mass media, exploit their control of resources to control social meanings in media 

coverage, cultural life and among cultural members.  Encoding and decoding can never 

be isolated from the domain of values or removed from the larger ideological discourses.   

The loudest voices in discourse tend to emanate from “Ideological State 

Apparatuses” (ISA), the combined discourses of religious, cultural, educational, public 
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relations and other consensual institutions.9  Ideology is circulating narrative, but it is not 

simply a sort of “false consciousness.” Ideology is a productive force of reason and 

common sense that constitutes knowledge, which selectively depicts what is good, 

natural, possible and inevitable, and what is not.  There is no outside to ideology, only a 

pervasive field of contesting narratives revealed through discourse study. Critical theory 

seeks new resources of emancipation for thinking about and acting out the tensions that 

have evolved out of contrary group interests and produce conflict and coercion. 

Subject positioning in discourses of the ISA’s tries to get viewers to see 

themselves as subjects and consumers through interpellation – to hail cultural members to 

assume various subject positions and identity formations within the relations of the 

reproduction and maintenance of the dominant institutions.  These intensive ideological 

operations seeking to create active consent through xenophobia, fearmongering and 

incentives result in a hegemony, in which the governed become complicit in reproducing 

structures that are not in their own interests and are not of their making.10  When 

negotiating their relationship with dominant images and voices, ruled subjects make 

choices in the context of their world and (sub)culture - choices which have always 

already been shaped by ideology.  

Critical theory seeks to identify the specific communicative process and practices 

by which powerful groups reify and normalize arbitrary arrangements and generally 

distort the process of public debate.  For instance, Hall examines the impact that 

secondary sources such as film reviews may have on channeling viewers toward 

hegemonic readings, drawing on Gramsci's conception of the intellectual as a role with 

the primary function of organizing, administering, or managing information for others.11 

In order to investigate how film reviews were presented to audiences, a qualitative survey 

of approximately 40 reviews from Lexis/Nexis database and Academic Index database 

was conducted. Also included were the North-American-based, English-language, on-line 

publications that could be accessed through the Internet Movie Database’s entry on the 

film.  Hall notes that the film, The Siege (1998), has elements that could be seen to 

                                                 
9 Althusser, L. (1971). Ideology and ideological state apparatuses. In L. Althusser (Ed.), 
Lenin and philosophy and other essays (pp. 127-186). New York: Monthly Review Press.  
10 Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the prison notebooks of Antonio Gramsci. London: Lawrence and 
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support the argument that the film is stereotypical or might promote prejudice, as well as 

elements that could be seen to undercut it. There was no clear consensus on the part of 

the critics as to the appropriateness of the film’s representation.  However, across 

different film reviews, three different kinds of support were used repeatedly in public 

debate: the film's relationship to real-world events, the intentions of the film's creators, 

and constraints of the film's genre.  Semati has also used film reviews to ground his 

analysis of the portrayal and reception of the Middle East in action films.12 

Signs and images depend for their meaning on arbitrary, unstable (and often 

oppressive) relationships with other signs. For example, privilege, whiteness and 

masculinity in U.S. racialism invoke other racial identities as a comparison and basis for 

their identity construction.  In film production, the relationship between the film concept 

and completed object, the product and the audience and the signified and signifier is 

never stable or fixed and is mediated by the social relations of capitalist production.  

Encoded linkages between representation, power and the formation of identity are, “acted 

out” and “worked through” in struggles of personal and social identities and meanings 

around cultural terms such as terrorism.  Such linkages with Arabs and Muslims represent 

ideological attempts to interrupt, roll back and refashion the signifying chains of 

conventional associations that underwrite institutional, corporate and military authority.  I 

look at these specifically historical state and film industry relations during film 

production, including account of the economic, nationalist and identificatory linkages 

between films, the state and corporations. 

Cultural Studies 

CS theory describes culture as the site of profound struggle between the members 

of dominant and marginalized roots and the struggle evolves into the circulation of 

textual forms within communities, whose members share particular class gender and 

racial affiliations.  CS theory engages in the totality of structures and practices that 

constitute living and feeling in postmodern world.  CS theory is controversial because of 

its commitment to production studies and critique of the conventional management of 

cultural industries.   
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For example, Sussman has written a critical “behind the scenes” report on the 

exploitation of refugees in the filming of Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) 

and the collaboration with the U.S. and Filipino military, which intermittently withdrew 

the film’s Huey 150 helicopters from Coppola when massacring New People’s Army 

insurgents in the southern Philippines.13  Tashiro reflects on the deaths of extras in the 

filming of the Twilight Zone (1983) and critiques Hollywood’s exploitation and careless 

endangerment of workers involved in high-tech stunts and explosions.14   

Researchers have shifted away from audience passivity and strong media affects 

toward the audience production of meaning.  Researchers question participants, who have 

seen or read the media texts about their thoughts perceptions inferences and feelings and 

patterns of interpretation can be compared to certain features of text and context.  

Researchers then conceptualize the logic by which readers embrace negotiate and resist 

text influences.  Wilkins and Downing have explored student viewer interpretations of 

the portrayal of the Middle East in action films and consider how student discussions of 

the film relate to competing facets of the text, and to the positions advocated by the 

protesting groups and the film community.15 

If communication is not merely the transmission and receiving of messages, but is 

an action that constitutes society,16 then we should be concerned with how films relate to 

trends in other cultural mediations.  In addition to issues of global labor and wage 

exploitation, a CS film production history might explore the ways in which hegemonic 

ideology gets infused in film production, design and story treatment, as well as how 

competing ideologies are silenced or omitted in the screen realization of the script.  CS 

theory expands textual meaning of classical hermeneutics, such as the interpretation and 

authorial intention and context, and argues that textual meaning is shaped by a number of 

factors: a dominant capitalism political economy, in which the creation of profit is 

central; existing desires of cultural members, which are always already conditioned by 

textual circulation; and intertextuality, as cultural forms become meaningful based on 
                                                 
13 Sussman, G. (1992). Bulls in the (Indo)China shop: Coppola's Vietnam revisited. Journal of Popular 

Film and Television 20(1): 24-8. 
14 Tashiro, C. S. (2002). The Twilight Zone of contemporary Hollywood production. Cinema Journal 
41(3): 27-37. 
15 Wilkins and Downing. 
16 Eriksson, K. (2005, December). On the ontology of networks. Communication and Critical/Cultural 

Studies 2(4): 305-323.  
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their reference to prior and external texts. CS Theory emphasizes the number of the 

historical influences including revolutionary advances in technology, deindustrialization 

of mass production, the rise of consumerism, dramatic urban and suburban growth, the 

development of mass media and new media, the growth of powerful bureaucratic nation 

states, the rise and decline of Western colonialism, and the drastic fluctuation in the 

international commodity markets. 

CS theory looks at how the historical developments and their aftermath register in 

cultural symbol systems such as literature and film and how they influence the 

reproduction of identities, relationships and communities.  Power and knowledge are 

discursively produced into centripetal traditional/unifying and centrifugal 

fragmenting/subversive conditions.  Texts are complex and contested artifacts of 

ideologies that work to determine their symbolic form and content.  Textual meaning 

during production is “over determined” – as the appeal to the widest possible audience 

leads to encoded and incorporated elements of multiple ideologies.  

These ideologies are in conflict and create ambiguity, contradictions and 

omissions, to create the possibility of multiple interpretations by audience members.  The 

audience is actively engaged and decodes in local contexts; its routines of media use are 

shaped by specific purposes.  The audience brings the skill and knowledge that are 

generated by the social positioning.  Thus, audience readings confirm, negotiate or reject 

dominant ideological influences that are encoded in texts.  CS theory foregrounds the 

everyday practices ordinary cultural members and it rejects simplistic theories of direct 

media affects and political economic determination.  CS theory is a holistic and 

multiperspectival methodology that illuminates tensions between political economy, 

textual polysemy and audience reception.   

For instance, Wilkins and Downing’s analysis of terrorism in motion pictures 

involves a multifaceted operation consisting of the need for the interrelation of the 

appropriations by various audiences, production from script to finance and distribution, 

and structural textual dynamics—each “moment” having its own process.17 Thus, the 

authors in the first set of analyses focus on how the film represents Arab and Muslim 

communities, especially in its performances, narrative structure, and genre dimensions. In 
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the second set of analyses, Wilkins and Downing situate The Siege not only as a mass 

culture product, but also as a specific location for a more general process of struggle and 

negotiation over interpretations of media characterizations of Arabs, Arab Americans and 

Islam. They consider how advocacy groups formally responded to this film, and how 

news discourse articulated this controversy.  

Their data is drawn from examining the performances of key actors through 

dialogue (with less emphasis on the performative connotations of physical expression, 

business and blocking). Wilkins and Downing examine narrative and genre dimensions, 

noting two to four genres at work, the first (action-adventure) and second (police/crime) 

importing the third (reality TV) and the fourth (television news) as rhetorical strategies in 

order to intensify the narrative’s sense of urgency and immediacy. Most importantly, they 

note how a liberal U.S.-centric Weltanschauung, liberal in domestic terms, uncritical in 

global terms, shrouds the film. 

Wilkins and Downing’s research acknowledges that The Siege offers a handle for 

both defenders and critics, but still validates fears raised by groups protesting Arab and 

Muslim characterizations:  

The film text’s implicit emphases at many points, often products of its 

narrative structure and genres, and the public interpretations embedded in 

discussions of the film by young viewers and through news coverage of 

protests, frequently actuated an Orientalist and U.S.-centric discourse, 

perpetuating problematic constructions of Arabs, Arab Americans, 

Muslims, and terrorism.18  

The strength of CS research resides in the triangulation of approaches to reading and 

analyzing film and related cultural production.  Previous examinations in the popular 

press have touched only on stereotypes and the “realism” of film, leaving behind 

important questions about the encoding of narrative form, content and public discourse 

and decoding.  I examine how textual meaning of the Middle East is shaped by a number 

of factors: a profitable political economy of the communications industries and U.S. 

corporate relations with the Middle East, which shape diplomatic and political relations 

as well as domestic anxiety and the images reflected in the cinema. Lastly, I discuss the 
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intertextuality of the Arab terrorist imagery in Hollywood movies and other historic texts, 

such as newsreels, newspapers and broadcast news in order to explore how films create 

meaning through interconnections with prior and external texts. 

Archival Research 

This study examines state, military and corporate archival documents, press kits, 

scripts, and production notes.  State, military and corporate archive communication 

research involves examining the history of communication obtainable in existing records 

in archives.  Webb, Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest identify four types of public 

records that are available and archives. 1.) actuarial reports (obituaries, birth certificates), 

2.) political and judicial records, 3.) other government records, such as special reports, 4.) 

mass media products (newspapers and films).19  Once proprietary records such as sales 

records, personnel communications, and written documents are now held in corporate, 

college and public archives.  Such archival collections as the Lawrence Suid collection, 

Department of Defense Film Files at the Georgetown University Library and several 

studio archives in California (USC, University of California - Los Angeles, Academy of 

Motion Picture Sciences) provide primary sources in the recorded words and writings of 

filmmakers and state officials.  Larry Suid’s and David Robb’s critical examinations of 

archival documents in Washington and Los Angeles have revealed a symbiotic 

collaboration between the U.S. military and Hollywood, and have largely paved the way 

for such archival production research.20 

Institutionalized film production, packaging and deployment of film campaigns 

produces artifacts, financial records, budgets and rental figures which film production 

historiography can examine.  There are some troubles that archival researchers meet as 

consequence of incomplete, destroyed or inaccurate texts.  Archival records are 

susceptible to problems of selective deposit and survival.21  Not all records are kept and 

not all will survive the time in storage. The researcher should come to such documents 

with a background in film history and knowledge of the practices and assumptions of the 

                                                 
19 Webb, E., Campbell, D., Schwartz, R., and Sechrest, L. (1973). Unobtrusive measures: nonreactive 

research in the social sciences. Chicago: Rand McNally. 
20 Suid, L. (2002). Guts and glory: the making of the military image in film. Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press; Robb, D. L. (2004). Operation Hollywood: how the Pentagon shapes and censors the 

movies. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books. 
21 Webb, Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest. 
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document’s creators.  U.S. government documents are first and foremost instruments of 

myth and power, through which agents, actions and ideologies have circulated supporting 

strong arm rule, maintenance of stability, anticommunism and the protection of national 

and economic investments,22 but the documents also show inter-agency conflict within 

U.S. departmental and official bureaucracy, foreign states and corporate Hollywood 

relations with these agencies.  I also employ the trade journals and contemporary film 

reviews from the era to supplement analysis. The documentation of film production 

histories can be derived to some extent from archival popular media, news stories, 

interviews, film journal articles and book-length histories.   

Press kits are media packages distributed by studios to advertise current releases 

and contain information essential to film critics, such as a list of credits, biographic 

information on cast and crew, production information, and still photographs to run along 

with the review.  Press releases, credit and cast lists, cast biographies, plot summaries, 

position papers, and still.23  Frequently press kits provide a section “About the 

Production,” in which writers, producers, directors, actors and other crew provide 

technical information and reflect on the production of the film.  

These sources have their prejudices.  The film industry likes to envision its films 

as products with realism, the star system and director auterism, and studio archival 

sources often underwrite these same assumptions of Hollywood.24  The dominance of 

“realism” as a criterion for evaluating film reflects the industry’s attempt to differentiate 

its product through visual realism (conventional forms of cinematography, special effects 

and editing), a concept which ultimately constrains audiences (and researchers) from 

more deeply examining the ideological dimensions of the particular production practices 

and artifacts.   

Archival periodical clippings derive from film reviewers, often in industry trade 

papers, which rely to varying degrees on the concepts of U.S. auteurism, which 

presupposes the “authorship” of a film belongs to the director, especially when a 

                                                 
22 Schmitz, D. F. (2002). Thank god they’re on our side: the United States and right-wing dictatorships, 

1921-1965. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina. 
23 Leuschner, Eric. (1998). Methods and resources: motion picture press kits: a resource for film study. 
Film & History 28(1/2): 50-54. 
24 Tashiro. 
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filmmaker has a track record of consistent or distinctive work.25  Indeed, film historians 

have tended to be storytellers relating “tales” whose heroes are for the most part 

technological and industrial heroes - a conception of film history as the exploits of great 

men.26  Authorship remains an enabling tool for discussing sources of features in a film 

and often surfaces in archival interviews with filmmakers as a mode of self-fashioning.  

Yet, authorship is also coming to be seen as a technique of the self and a citational 

practice in which an individual “authors” by creating pastiche from cultural resources and 

exercises of authorship within a cultural and institutional context that understands such 

acts as agency and repetition of such acts as signs of individuality.27  Yet, Hollywood 

discourse is also about collaboration and “teamwork.” Archival materials are also likely 

to envisage production crews as “teams,” in which the director works within in a set of 

collaborative relationships with the producer, cinematographer, cast, editor and other 

artisans.  Robert Carringer suggests that notions of authorship in Hollywood demand a 

greater understanding of its collaborative nature.28 Collaboration analysis involves the 

temporary suspension of single author primacy to appraise constituent claims to a text’s 

authorship and reinscribing author within an institutional Hollywood context of 

authorship.  

Press kits are for marketing, thus every performance in the film is inevitably said 

to be of the highest caliber and every member of the crew is a genius. Leuschner 

describes the use of superlatives in press kit materials such as “sweeping” “inspiring” 

“outstanding,” “compelling,” and “extraordinary.”29  As such, the result is not what could 

be considered a balanced source.30 Yet, celebrity interviews also illustrate the various 

intentions of the film and various intentions of the press kit; press kits reveal artistic and 

thematic concerns of the movie, but they also forestall and limit public discourse about 

sexism, violence, racism and other controversial matter in the films.  Press kits often 

                                                 
25 Hall. 
26 Allen, Robert. (1982). The archeology of film history. Wide Angle 5(2): 4-12.  
27 Foucault, Michel. (1977). What Is an Author? In D. F. Bouchard and S. Simon (Eds.), Language, 
countermemory, practice: selected essays and interviews (113-38). Ithaca: Cornell UP. (Original work 
published 1969); Staiger, J. (2003). Authorship approaches. In D. A. Gerstner & J. Staiger (Eds.), 
Authorship and film (pp. 27-57). London: Routledge. 
28 Carringer, R. L. (2001, March). Collaboration and concepts of authorship. PMLA 116(2): 370-379. 
29 Leuschner. 
30 Things that go bumf: before the opening, comes the press kit heralding the best and the most and the 
greatest that Hollywood has to offer. (1998, November 15). Ottawa Citizen, p. D6. 
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defend subject matter through claims of historicity, realism and authenticity of 

production, described in accounts of preparation and filming.   

The Department of Defense Film Files at the Georgetown University Library 

consists of files from the liaison office of the Defense Department collaboration with the 

film and television industry, including hundreds of scripts submitted to The Department 

of Defense in hopes of gaining official cooperation (loan of war material, primarily) or 

acceptance for work contracted out, together with relevant correspondence and internal 

The Department of Defense memoranda concerning action taken on specific requests. 

These documents offer a detailed insight into the way Hollywood has represented 

military themes and subjects over an extended time period.  

Although several scholarly studies have linked Hollywood images of Arab 

terrorism to post-cold war Pentagon policy in the Middle East and U.S. media 

acquiescence to the state, my significant contribution rests on the use of archival research 

to reveal those relations.  The majority of studies of representation and reception of Arab 

terrorism in U.S. films has made little use of archival sources, which seems to be a 

common limitation across cinema studies.  For instance, Ross’s examination of the 

twenty-three articles in volume 43 (2003) of Cinema Journal reveals very little emphasis 

on archival research.31 Of the 1,100 footnotes, 86 footnotes (7.7 percent) referenced 

magazines, newspapers, oral histories, or archival collections. The remaining footnotes 

were drawn from secondary sources.   

By investigating the actual production artifacts of Hollywood terrorist action 

films, I explore the roles of national and counterterrorism policy in creating the stories 

and production conditions of the films.  Drawing on archival research, I present case 

studies of individual films and take a behind-the-scenes look at the 1970s -1990s U.S. 

film industry that produced such action films by carefully examining studio and 

government records of how and why the films were made, as well as the impact of the 

counterterrorism policy on Hollywood culture, censorship, and the way films were 

produced and promoted to audiences.  Close examinations of files in their historical 

context convincingly document the genealogy and transformations of the genre, and in 

                                                 
31 Ross, S. J. (2004, Fall). In focus: jargon and the crisis of readability: methodology, language, and the 
future of film history. Cinema Journal 44(1): 130-133. 
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some films, the “working through” of power, race, class, and gender as they relate to the 

representations of Middle Eastern political and religious violence.   

Film Historiography 

Frank Tomasulo has observed that traditional film histories do not openly assert 

their metahistorical assumptions and often narrativize history into teleology.  In 

opposition, film metahistory seeks to, “distinguish narrative from descriptive history and 

interpretive from critical history.”32  Recent studies in film historiography have moved 

toward multiple methodologies and have sought to synthesize different viewpoints 

simultaneously, so as to reach greater understanding of film history and how we 

remember and assign properties and values to historical film events.  

For instance, Steven Ross suggests that innovative work in film history needs to 

deal with four key elements: text, context, reception, and language.33  Whereas text 

centers on deconstructing and analyzing films as texts and recognizing the ways in which 

images are structured and used to convey ideas, context calls for research and analysis of 

the historical context, industry and society in which films were made.  Reception looks at 

how audiences and their social arbiters (gossip columnists, government agencies, civic 

groups, censorship boards, and voluntary associations such as the American Legion and 

the Catholic Legion of Decency) interpreted film in their historical context. Finally, Ross 

suggests (perhaps well-intentioned, yet somewhat misguided in his intolerance of 

poststructuralist vocabulary) that a clear, jargon-free language is central to the historian’s 

technique and ability to communicate the past to others. 

Similarly, Charles Musser suggests that the film history methodology assumes 

various positions in relation to film artifacts, such as critical engagement, intertextual 

reading, interrogation of historical change on a multiplicity of levels (production, 

exhibition, commerce, cinematic form and subject matter, technology), the study of the 

history of screen practice and exploration of films in relation to their society (and 

ideology).34  Tomasulo posits that film historiography contains four key areas of research 

when observing both films and other archival artifacts pertaining to the cinema: a history 
                                                 
32 Tomasulo, F. P. (2001). What kind of film history do we teach? The introductory survey course as a 
pedagogical opportunity. Cinema Journal 41(1): 110-114. 
33 Ross. 
34 Musser, C. (2004, Fall). In focus: historiographic method and the study of early cinema. Cinema Journal 
44(1): 101-107. 
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of artistic film expression, a history of technology, a social history of film and a history 

of the industrial studio relations.35  Since film is concomitantly an artistic expression, a 

commodity, a cultural product, and a product of industrial technology, Tomasulo posits 

that dialectical analysis reveals how all these parts interact and transcend one-sided and 

determinist considerations of the genealogy of films.  Furthermore, Tomasulo suggests 

that these various methodological approaches can be supplemented by other critical 

perspectives including feminism, auteurism, semiotics, poststructuralism, 

deconstructionism, cultural studies, or cognitivism. 

Employing a prismatic historiographical methodology, I undertake a 

comprehensive synthesis of aesthetic, technological, industrial, and sociocultural history 

when looking at the representation of Arab terrorism in U.S. films.  I explore historical 

realism as product of overlapping historical factors, which contributes to the conventions 

of “realism,” plausibility, the citationary trends of the motion picture screenplay and the 

resources used in the process of producing the script for the screen.  I also examine 

representation as it pertains to underlying cultural contexts in the mainstream and 

dominant cultural images of class, race, gender and sexuality, and moreover, the 

encoding of social, economic and political conflict and problems in racially charged 

forms.  Finally, as I aim to show, the Hollywood construction of the Arab-as-terrorist in 

film production is strongly related to the views of historical experts and government 

officials on terrorism (context) and the interaction between filmmakers and the official 

representational regimes (intertextuality) that arose in the commercial artistic process that 

came to dominate Hollywood Arab terrorist action films: the production of 

“entertaining,” “exciting,” and yet, “social” thrillers 

.

                                                 
35 Tomasulo. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SEARCH FOR WORLD OIL AND ENCOUNTERS WITH THE 

ARAB OTHER 

 

 

 

Oil is much too important a commodity to be 

left in the hands of the Arabs.1 
Henry Kissinger, 1974 

 

The 20th century U.S. mediated representations of the Middle East provide a 

fruitful vantage point for understanding the linearity and changes of the past and current 

images of natural resources and “War(s) on Terror,” including critical analysis of the 

material conditions of Western dominance over natural resources in the Middle East. The 

Western image of the Middle East region and its people has been the result of prolonged 

conflicts dating back to the Crusades, but by far was mostly defined by mediated 

representations reinvigorated by economic imperialism in the 1920s, as Western forces 

scrambled for supplementary sources of petroleum.  In the context of resource 

exploitation, the Western conception of the Middle East was constituted on the paradox 

of the region as superficially a desert wasteland populated by Bedouins, yet under the 

surface as a source of immense wealth and power, if properly exploited.  Images of Arabs 

and Muslims in U.S. films were heavily dominated by British and French nostalgic 

notions of Orientalism, both in the exotic and atavistic senses, in which sheiks, thieves, 

mummies and genies dazzled and shocked consumer/spectators of Western scholarship, 

exhibits and popular entertainment.2 

Arab images served as a touristic sightseeing of the undomesticated Other, against 

which the Western spectators joined as an imagined community and projected a 

“modern” Western identity.  Thus, in the paternalistic and self-serving perceptions of 

Western empire, there was always a conception of Arabs as ill-mannered youngsters that 

only need be “brought up” into technological industrial capitalism.  As is the linguistic 

fashion of U.S. exceptionalism, encounters in the Middle East would be cast as mutual 
                                                 
1 Cleveland, Cutler J. and Morris, Chris. (2006). Dictionary of energy. Amsterdam: Elsevier, p. 500. 
2 Michalek, Laurence. (1989). The Arab in cinema: a century of otherness. Cinéaste 17(1): 3. 
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partnership of dollars, gold and oil, rather than master/servant submission of continental 

European colonialism measured by cannons and gunpowder.3   

To understand the devastating environmental and human rights impact of 

capitalist oil exploitation, it is necessary to look critically at how “nature” is articulated in 

Western culture.  Raymond Williams explains that the word “nature” has undergone a 

long-term reduction from a multiplicity to a singularity.4  Whereas pre-enlightenment 

thought articulated nature as tension, which was both innocent and controlling, sure and 

unsure, fruitful and destructive, the Enlightenment brought the observation and 

understanding of nature to a process of discovering essentialist “laws,” in which the 

production of knowledge was achieved through the accumulation and classification of 

cases.  Such an articulation of nature could provide a basis for contrasting nature to the 

man-made, because rather than simply a new discovery of the Enlightenment, the man vs. 

nature binary constituted a renaissance of the management and exploitation of nature for 

capital that reinvoked ancient Roman uses of “nature” in mining and other forms of 

violent plunder.5   

What was particularly modern about post-enlightenment connotations of nature 

was the employment of “natural selection” as a model for ruthless competition, which 

served to naturalize and domesticate capitalism as “competitive” and “productive,” as 

human nature, despite the inherent monopolistic practices, pollution and labor 

exploitation.6  Nature as a cultural keyword has been selected to support many versions 

of industrial capitalism.  Cronon has demonstrated the heuristic advantage of blurring of 

boundaries between the natural and unnatural.7  Nature is a cultural construction that 

reflects human judgment, human values and human choices.  Our understanding of the 

natural world is powerfully shaped by history, place and culture.  For example, nature 

commonly functions as a moral imperative, which determines, or ought to determine, a 

very specific moral vision of the way things are and always have been.   

                                                 
3 Kennedy, William J. (1979). Secret history of the oil companies in the Middle East. Salisbury, NC: 
Documentary Publications. 
4 Williams, Raymond. (1983). s.v. “Nature” in Keywords: a vocabulary of culture in society. New York: 
Oxford University Press.  
5 Brechin, Gray. (1999). Imperial San Francisco: urban power, earthly ruin. Berkeley, University of 
California Press. 
6 Williams. 
7 Cronon, William. (1996). Uncommon ground: toward reinventing nature. New York: W. W. Norton. 
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On the other hand, the political economy of capitalism has articulated nature as 

commodity, which is subject to corporate privatization and the forces of the marketplace.  

Nature can serve to legitimate “Edenic” and “demonic” narratives, in which nature is a 

place to which we must return, but also a destructive force beyond human control and 

management.  In either case, we pour into nature are greatest fears, anxieties and wishes.  

U.S. hegemonic media articulations of nature are far from univocal, and are enunciated 

by various sectors of state, industrial and cultural communications, yet they work in 

uniform with the discursive strategies of “nature” as it relates to time, place and culture to 

legitimate the exploitation of the earth’s natural resources. 

In the context of oil exploitation, the Western conceptions of the “nature” in oil 

producing regions were predominantly constructed at a time when oil exploitation was 

perceived as a natural human management of the natural world; indeed this naturalness 

was seen as going back to time immemorial.  In the 1924 documentary produced by 

Sinclair Oil and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, The World Struggle for Oil, the 

Biblical Noah is shown using pitch to seal his ark and noble savage Native Americans are 

seen using oil for hair dressing and medicine.8  Whereas in the late nineteenth century, oil 

was predominantly used as an illuminant and lubricant, by the twentieth century, oil was 

becoming an increasingly important commodity in the Western world, necessary for 

industry, military, energy and the automobile.9  Industry voices constantly promoted 

more roads and the increased production and use of automobiles; oil and asphalted roads 

would encourage motoring, which would in turn provide new markets for oil, asphalt and 

cement.10  Industrial production and aviation was unthinkable without oil.11 Such 

promotion reflected the extensive exploitation of the U.S. Midwest environment, 

following the mining rushes of the mid-19th century and the overproduction of the new 

“black gold” at the beginning of the 20th century.   

The fetishism of technological innovation and consumption amplified without end 

as the oil industry sought to acquire the lion’s share of oil empire.  A 1934 Hearst News 

                                                 
8 Garza, Janiss. World Struggle for Oil. All Movie Guide. Retrieved October 15, 2006, from 
http://movies2.nytimes.com/gst/movies/movie.html?v_id=239123. 
9 Corley, T. A. B. (1992). Oil corporations and public policy: A U.S.-UK comparison. Business and 

Economic History 21: 138-146; Rubin, Michael. Stumbling through the open door: The U.S. in Persia and 
the Standard-Sinclaire oil dispute, 1920-1925. Iranian Studies 28(3-4): 203-229. 
10 Brechin. 
11 Gannet, Lewis S. (1924, July 12). This oil age. The Nation 119(3078): 20-21. 
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of the Day newsreel, “Oil industry, Long Beach, California,” opens with shots of men 

running oil drilling equipment Standard Oil’s Saguna refinery, near Long Beach, 

California.12  We cut to an aerial shot of oilfields from a plane, intercut with ground level 

shots of workers leaving the field.  Industrial apparatuses are frequently naturalized 

through shot compositions with palm trees in the foreground and derricks, refineries and 

smoke in the background.  However, the oil refinery also is exalted as a modern industrial 

triumph via the visual authority imbued through low-angle shots of imposing derricks 

with pumps in the foreground.   

News of the Day’s image of working conditions of American laborers at the 

Saguna refinery is sanguine.  The shots of smiling white men in overalls seen in the 

newsreels of the Great Depression were clearly constructed to display the quality of life 

achievable under the corrective NRA of Roosevelt.  American laborers are interviewed 

concerning their opinions of Roosevelt's reforms.  Included are discussions with the 

wives of the laborers and images of their families grouped together before their homes, 

for getting in the “pictures” of the newsreel camera.  Such images of workers are 

followed by managerial representatives, who tell us that, “… to systemize a business is to 

humanize it,” and referring to the treatment of laborers, “It is human nature to help those 

who help our business.” 

Nature, Arabs, Capitalism 

However, Hearst Newsreel coverage of the 1930s makes no mention of industry 

fears that oil supplies had long been depleted by the Allies’ military needs during WWI, 

nor that Standard Oil had been seeking oil internationally since the end of that war.  As 

early as 1904 the Navy Fuel Board recommended U.S. battleships and destroyers be 

converted from coal to petroleum within 10 years.13 Oil producers found a ready market 

for oil in national defense, and through lobbying and offers of prominent corporate 

positions, hastened the conversion in the years leading up to WWI.  Oil producers argued 

that the Navy would use at least 55 million gallons of oil and far more the following year 

as the country mobilized for war.14  By 1911, California was producing 63 percent of the 

                                                 
12 Oil industry, Long Beach, California, HCOc2r5, X1D. Outtakes. (1934). Hearst [Newsreel footage], 
UCLA-NR. 
13 Corley. 
14 War helps oil industry. (1917, March 7). California Derrick 10: 13. 
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nation’s petroleum and was speculated to become the world’s greatest oil-producing 

region.15  Whereas in the 1913 production of oil amounted to 248 million barrels of oil, 

by 1924 production was close to a billion barrels.16  

In the brief period between 1918 and 1920, the price of crude oil rose 50 percent, 

and the U.S. suffered a shortage in the winter of 1919 through 1920.  From the 1920s 

until the end of WWI, the American industry and government often wailed about “an 

imminent depletion of resources” and looked overseas to secure further reserves.  Early in 

1922, United States government instituted the “open door” policy, calling for equal 

opportunities overseas relative to other nations.17  Following the WWI, the apathy of 

diplomats in the Wilson and Harding administration led to minimal success in securing 

Middle East oil concessions and the British government seemed poised to exclude all 

foreign oil companies from Palestine and Mesopotamia.  Under the San Remo Agreement 

of 1920, Britain and France divided up oil regions of Mesopotamia among themselves.18  

However, by 1924, U.S. financial advisors had been sent to Persia, Sinclair Oil was 

negotiating for Persian oil from the Russian frontier and Standard Oil shared rights to a 

concession with the British Anglo-Persian company (later British Petroleum, BP).19 

It is at this juncture, where “nature” links two complementary Western 

conceptions of the oil exploitation: first, the biblical belief that man has been created to 

manage and exploit the natural world, and second, the social Darwinist belief that, as 

merely “human nature,” in a state of scarcity and competition for resources, the West 

should be at the top of the food chain.  The expression of the British and U.S. oil trusts’ 

divine right to exploit the earth’s oil was most clearly articulated in Davenport and 

Cooke’s The Oil Trusts and Anglo-American Relations:  

Are the oil fields to lie dormant, because the native inhabitants above 

prefer to graze their flocks, or turn a few sods for growing crops? It is not 

unreasonable to bring the diplomatic arts to bear upon countries with dog-

                                                 
15 Crawford, Ted. (1912, November 15). California Derrick 5(4): 6. 
16 Gannet; Jenks, Leland H. (1924, November). Review of The oil trusts and anglo-american relations. 

Journal of Social Forces 2(5): 761-763. 
17 Rubin. 
18 Nash, Gerald D. (1968). United States oil policy 1890-1964: business and government in twentieth 

century America. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press. 
19 Gannet. 
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in-the-manger policies which neither develop nor allow others to develop 

their oil resources.”20  

In 1920, Standard Oil of California sent out an exploratory team to the U.S. occupied 

Bondoc Peninsula in the Philippines, followed by other unsuccessful oil explorations in 

Alaska and Colombia.  During the 1930s, Socal also muscled its way into Mexico, 

Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras and Costa Rica.  Finally, in 1928, the Gulf Oil 

Company offered its Bahrain concession to Socal.  Geologist Fred Davies and producing 

superintendent William Taylor struck oil on June 1, 1932, and observing similar 

geological features in the Arabian Peninsula, Socal acquired a 60-year Arabian 

concession over an area of about 360,000 square miles in 1932.  Forming a euphemistic 

subsidiary, Arab American Oil Company (Aramco), Socal geologists surveyed the 

concession area, and on March 3, 1938, the drillers finally struck oil.21   

The geologists and laborers arriving in Saudi Arabia during the 1930s had mutual 

perceptions of the Middle East region and its peoples.  Fred Davies, camp boss at Socal’s 

operation in Bahrain and later Saudi Arabia in 1933, believed that the country had not 

changed much since the days of the Prophet in the seventh century.  Davies described the 

country as, “vast areas of rock and sandy wastes, a nomadic society [which] depended on 

the scant and uncertain provision of the desert.”22  Davies saw Arabs as primordially 

hostile and dangerous fanatics: “The culture – tribal, patriarchal and Islamic – was 

ancient.”23  Davies would ask, “How could Americans reared in the permissive Western 

world live under strict rules established over 1300 years ago by the Prophet deal with 

conditions encountered at that time in this desert land?”24 

Similarly, when geologist J.W. Hoover arrived on October 10, 1933, he balked at 

the Arab practices, such as stopping to work and pray in the direction of Mecca five times 

each day.  Because Arabs followed different calendar and time (in fact they were 

sometimes five to six different ways of measuring time), and since Arabs had differing 

conceptions of the “labor clock,” it was up to bosses such as Hoover to “teach Arabs how 

                                                 
20 Davenport, E. H. and Cooke, Sidney Russell. (1924). The oil trusts and Anglo-American relations. New 
York: Macmillan. 
21 Brown, Anthony Cave. (1999). Oil, god, gold. New York: Houghton Mifflin. 
22 Ibid. 58. 
23 Ibid. 58. 
24 Ibid. 58. 
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to work.”  In the eyes of Hoover, the Arab did not understand industrial discipline and the 

need to accept that sleep, rest and play would “take place only at times laid down by the 

company.”25  Thus, Hoover’s job was to facilitate the Arab acceleration into, “the modern 

age […] to present new definitions of work and leisure.”  American bosses were 

especially flabbergasted by the disappearance of Arab laborers for periods to conduct 

private business, only to then reappear, with no apologies or guilt.   

U.S. conceptions of exotic, essentialist and atavistic Arabia and its people are 

reflected in a series of melodramas produced by the Spiker Film Company under 

Universal Pictures in the 1940s.  Motion picture trailers for such films as Arabian Nights 

(1942) were consumed with “scimitars, sand dunes and harems.” The marketing of 

Arabian Nights described Baghdad [sic] as the “City of temptation, home of fiery 

adventure,” with “fight[s] for Scheherazade” as “men lust for her.”26 The trailer 

guarantees, “You’ll thrill to the slave market, the torture rack, blazing battles in a story 

rich and exotic as the East itself.”  Similarly, the trailer for Ali Baba and the Forty 

Thieves (1944) assured, “the splendor and spectacle of the exotic east,” and “the fiery 

adventure of daring rogues […] bold men willing to die for a woman or a cause.”27  True 

to the initial employment of color cinematography for fantasy and adventure (Wizard of 

Oz, Gone with the Wind), Ali Baba was in “breathtaking” or “lavish Technicolor.”  The 

actress cast in the Spiker Film captivity plots (with the lingering threat of sadistic 

torture), Maria Montez, is called the “Queen of Technicolor.” Another trailer for Sudan 

(1945) tells the Western spectator that the, “Technicolor paints in savage splendor […] a 

dazzling pageant of the barbaric East” and offers, “a cast of 1000 slaves, dancing girls 

and warriors.”28 

“National Security” and Oil in the Middle East 

Western oil companies in the Middle East would become of significant 

importance for national security during WWII.  American Petroleum Administrator 

during the war, Harold Ickes, declared, “The capital of the oil empire is on the march to 

                                                 
25 Ibid. 68. 
26 Arabian Nights. (1942). Motion Picture. Spiker Film Company, Universal Pictures. [Trailer]. UCLA-TR 
no. 1275. 
27 Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. (1944). Motion Picture. Spiker Film Company, Universal Pictures. 
[Trailer]. UCLA-TR no. 1275. 
28 Sudan. (1945). Motion Picture. Spiker Film Company, Universal Pictures. [Trailer]. UCLA-TR no. 1275. 
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the Middle East. The United States had better move in a big way – and fast.”29 With the 

entry of the United States into the war in December 1941, Socal became a key supplier of 

crude oil and refined products for the Allies in the Pacific.  With the close of WWII, 

Middle East oil became particularly important in supplying Western Europe with 

resources for rebuilding and modernization. Of course, the massive exploitation of 

Middle East environment was predicated on astonishing corporate profits, comparatively 

minor royalties to monarchies, right-wing dictators and cheap Arab and Persian labor.   

Michael Sheldon Cheney signed on with Aramco (after working for Bechtel) in 

1946.  Cheney recorded his arrival at the compound:  

A painted avenue curved away past neat blocks of houses set in lush 

gardens.  The homes built are stone, mellow orange brick and white 

plaster with broad windows and long verandas, rested in the shade of 

palm, acacia and feathery tamarisk.  Smooth lawns between jasmine 

hedges and clumps of oleander heavy with bright pink blossoms.  A block 

from King’s Road that greenery fell away and we debouched into a 

squalid open space in which lay several long, shabby buildings with rows 

of small windows set in cracked plaster walls.30 

Cheney described the world outside as, “a nocturnal scene suggestive of a medieval 

artist’s conception of hell.”31  As Raymond Williams has noted, “nature” has also 

signified the “unspoiled places,” commonly articulated as the contrast between town and 

country.32  The compounds of U.S. oil companies in Saudi Arabia demonstrated the 

extent to which such a contrast is socially constructed, not only in the distinction between 

the desert and the artificial compound gardens, but also between the class and racially 

segregated areas within the compound.   

In order to protect Americans from what was perceived as the fanatic Other, 

Aramco established a secured compound.  Despite the supposed ethical superiority of 

white U.S. oilmen over the Arab, when pilfering of the company equipment grew in 

frequency in the 1940s, Aramco complained directly to the Arabian king, Ibn Saud.  The 

                                                 
29 Cliff, T. (1947, June). The world struggle for oil. Fourth International 8(6): 190-191. Retrieved from: 
http://www.marxists.org/archive/cliff/works/1947/01/oil1947.htm 
30 Cheney, M. S. (1958). Big oilman from Arabia. London: William Heinemann, p. 29. 
31 Ibid. 75. 
32 Williams. 
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penalty handed down for theft, with Aramco’s complicity and contentment, was the 

severance of the hand.  By 1941, many withered hands were hanging from the wire 

fences of the Aramco compound.33   

While the compound marked an artificial division of space between the exterior 

and interior, the compound in itself reflected internal social divisions.  In each compound 

there were four distinct tenancy sections, in which each area was separated from the other 

– the divisions corresponding closely with the structure of bureaucratic hierarchy and 

ethnic divisions among employees:  1.) the “vibrant heart” (offices, warehouses, supply 

depots, equipment yards, repair shops, towers, tanks, pipes, retail and service centers for 

use by white senior staff).  Senior staff houses were here surrounded by grass yards, 

enclosed by a hedge; the streets were paved and had night lighting.  Included were snack 

bars, bowling alleys, libraries, lounges and swimming pools.  2.) Lesser employees lived 

in the intermediate area in barrack like dwellings consisting of concrete or cement blocks 

structures.  3.) The “general camp” was a similar in construction and arrangement with 

more modest recreational facilities, a market and one or more mosques.  4.) Residential 

areas, “neither planned nor welcomed,” comprised of barrastis made from scrap material 

and palm leaf; some lived six men to tent.34   

Aramco had other means of making Arab laborers feel like second-class citizens: 

low pay, expensive medical assistance and racial discrimination.  After an Afghan 

Minister in Cairo, Mohamed Sadek al Mogaddedi visited the Aramco operation in 

Dhahran in 1949, he became very critical of the company, U.S. policy and King Ibn 

Saud’s permitting of the Aramco’s political domination of Saudi Arabia. The Minister 

saw drinking fountains of ice water posted with signs that read, “For Americans Only.”35 

Even the white employees saw the conditions at the compound’s Arab hospital to be a 

disgrace to the company and indirectly to Americans.  Whereas American children were 

provided with elementary and high school education, education for Arabs was “for the 

purpose of training for future Aramco employment and not for the general education of 

Arabs.”36  Unions were not permitted.  By the 1940s, Saudi representatives were 
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35 Kennedy 259. 
36 Ibid. 312. 
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demanding change: higher wages, permanent housing, non-discrimination and 

improvement of the hospital.37  Aramco made promises, but little to amendment occurred 

until the early 1960s.   

There can be little doubt that these conditions encouraged grievances that later 

became the basis for Arab political activism against Western oil corporations.  For 

instance, in September 1964 an announcement by the newly formed PLO revealed that its 

commander was Wajih Hussein Madani, who had been with Aramco from 1949 to 1950.  

When he left the company, he first became captain in the Syrian Army, then later, Lt. 

Col. in the Kuwaiti army, before joining the PLO.38  Aramco’s management of the labor 

in Saudi Arabia natives was not the exception, but the rule of Western human 

management in Middle East region.   

The exploitation of the environment and laborers by U.S. oil corporations in 

Egypt was comparable.  Continental Oil was presented on Bold Journey (1957), an ABC 

travel program sponsored by Ralston Rice Checks with host, John Stephenson.39  The 

program regularly sent handbooks to schools and was shown in classrooms.40  

Stephenson announces the subject for the night’s show, the Middle East, which he refers 

to as one of “conflict and crisis.”  Stephenson then introduces the main objective for U.S. 

presence in Egypt: “black gold.” The special guest for the night is Dick Zimmerman, a 

monotone, but confident surveyor with the Long Beach company, Continental Oil (under 

euphemistic subsidiary, Sahara Petroleum Company), which is currently searching the 

deserts of the Egypt for oil prospects.41  

Zimmerman is one of the few white men searching for “another Saudi Arabia or 

Iran,” and in charge of overseeing the labor of Bedouin workers over a 50,000 square 

mile concession.  From the studio soundstage, we cut to footage taken by Zimmerman, 

presenting the crews setting up camp, locating water supplies in remote Bedouin villages, 

while Zimmerman offers a parallel voiceover to explain the footage.  When the host 

Stephenson presses him to describe the relations with the Bedouin laborers, perhaps 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
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39 Stephenson, J. (Producer). (1957, February 28). Search for Sahara oil. In Bold journey. New York: ABC, 
UCLA-MP. 
40 Adams, Val. (1957, October 13). News of television and radio. New York Times, p. 135 
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anticipating difficulties, Zimmerman assures Stephenson that the Continental oil 

company, “gets along fine with the Egyptians.”  Following is a long shot of workers 

seeking shade underneath the beds of large trucks.   

However, the viewer shortly learns that during the Second World War, Egyptian 

desert was planted with thousands of hazardous landmines, which Continental Oil had to 

unearth.  Zimmerman describes Continental's attempt to modify a Caterpillar tractor with 

a front shield to drive over the mines, a process that failed after hitting just a few mines.  

Therefore, Zimmerman explains, Continental oil turned to training the Egyptian laborers 

to ferret out the mines.  We see shots of Egyptian workers exploring for the mines with 

metal detectors and detonating mines in steel drums. According to external sources, 

Continental Oil eventually abandoned their concession in the Sahara in 1958.  Despite 

earlier sanguine reports to the effect of “few injuries” in mine detection, the concession 

was later specifically determined to be “hazardous […] caus[ing] several fatalities.”42 

Zimmerman states frankly, when asked about the nature of the oil business, “as 

we know it's a tough game and competitive business.”  Zimmerman casts light on what 

he refers to as the brighter side of working in Egypt, in a touristic description of travel 

and excitement.  Later in the show there appear shots of the desert from the window of a 

flying helicopter.  Zimmerman’s narration of travel once again verges on the exotic and 

touristic, as he explains the use helicopters to look for good spots for drilling, and for fun, 

passing over wild desert animals and marveling at their speeds, some ranging over 60 

mile per hour.  We see shots as the helicopter races, or chases, the terrorized wild animals 

through the desert.   

 It is difficult to overestimate the negative perceptions of Arabs and Persians 

toward Western oil exploitation.  After WWII, as the British and French were no longer 

militarily capable of subduing their colonies and oil concessions in the Middle East, a 

series of indigenous revolutionary movements conflagrated in Syria, Iran, Iraq, Egypt and 

Algeria.43 Western powers generally interpreted such insolence to be the workings of 

Soviet infiltration and responded with U.S. assisted military strikes and covert coups.  

                                                 
42 Four American companies quit big oil hunt in Egyptian desert. (1958, October 21). New York Times, p. 
47. 
43 Stivers, William. (1986). America's confrontation with revolutionary change in the Middle East, 1948-
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U.S. media had access to CIA intelligence since 1954 concerning the British and U.S. 

clandestine overthrow of the democratically elected Iranian state in 1953, but the paper 

only reported to its readers, in passing, in 1971.44  U.S. media did not report the torture, 

mutilation and killing of Iranians by the (U.S. supported and trained) Shah’s state police, 

although at that time there were countless U.S. reports of Soviet human rights abuses.   

These events were mediated in the West both in fictionalized television narrative 

and newsreel coverage, stressing the evil of revolutionary forces and the beneficence and 

justice under the rule “friendly” Arab regimes.  For instance, newsreels such as Hearst 

News of the Day documented resistance though a particularly Western lens, fending off 

neighboring conflict from “interests” in Kuwait.  One short on Kuwait of 1961 opens 

with an aerial shot circling over Kuwait, showing trucks with armed, menacing Arabs as 

a voiceover explains, “The tiny yet oil-rich sheikdom of Kuwait becomes the newest of 

the many trouble spots plaguing the world.”45 We cut to shots of British troops loading 

out of trucks with bombers in the background, as a voiceover continues, “As it arms itself 

against the territorial demand of Iraq, at the request of sheik Abdullah al Salima al Saba, 

British troops move into the former British protectorate as a safeguard against possible 

invasion.”  Shots of dust storms in the background are explained as, “perhaps symbolic of 

this new turmoil stirred up in the turbulent Middle East.” The newsreel concludes 

showing British forces building trenches. 

 Another Hearst newsreel entitled “Middle East Crisis” (1961) opens with shots of 

Kuwait with donkeys and tents in a sand storm.  Over shots of Bedouin traveler a 

voiceover states, “Perhaps his ultimate destination will be the Seaport.”46 Next are shots 

of oil derricks and other drilling equipment, as a voiceover continues, “British and 

American enterprise after several years.”  We next see aerial shots of docks and oil 

tankers, as the voiceover explains, “from here the huge tankers led the liquid wealth of 

Kuwait and sail away to refineries overseas, in return enabling the ruler sheik Abdullah, a 

man supremely mindful of his responsibilities, to embark on a scheme of reconstruction 

and social betterment.”  
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The newsreel then goes on to show the infrastructure building of hospitals, water 

plants and new government buildings.  The narrator explains that the new ministry of 

justice will enable people, “to understand and benefit from knowledge that they are 

receiving fair play on any problem that confronts them.”  Sheik Abdullah is presented as 

a selfless ruler who lives modestly.  The newsreel closes with close-up shots of smiling 

Arabs and children, as the narrative explains, “So in Kuwait today there is a new 

confidence for the future:  the standard of living, the pursuit of knowledge and the will to 

work.” 

 Other newsreels presented the U.S. leaders fearing Communist infiltration in the 

region.  A particularly interesting example is Hearst News of the Day’s “Ike Warns Reds” 

(1956).47  Eisenhower holds the first presidential press conference since his reelection, 

“but politics are forgotten as Ike gets down to business at hand.” When a reporter asks 

Eisenhower, “What if Russian volunteers are in the Middle East?” Eisenhower denies 

that the U.S. will take unilateral action: “…it is the duty of the U.N. which will include 

the U.S. to oppose such an effort so that with U.N. we will try again to be their supports.” 

This public statement was inconsistent, given Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s covert 

operations carried out by the CIA during this period, helping to bring down governments 

in the Middle East that they believed to be “turning red.” 

 In fact, U.S. television docudrama series were very blunt about the covert 

activities of the Eisenhower Doctrine.  Behind Closed Doors (1958) presented 

declassified U.S. Naval intelligence in dramatic narrative form on NBC.  One episode, 

“The Middle East Story,” takes place in Iraq and stars Jessica Tabor as an Israeli agent 

who intercepts a plot to assassinate King Hussein of Jordan.48  She works with U.S. secret 

agents James Foster (Richard Webb) and oilman Harry Shaw (John Sutton) to help 

forward information to Jordan and get the King out of danger. The ongoing revolution in 

Iraq, of course, is attributed to Communist inspiration.   

“Middle East Story” opens with a pretitle sequence of a woman arguing with a 

taxi driver, who is then attacked by ominous Persians.  We cut abruptly to a shot of Rear 
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Admiral Ellis M. Zacharias, deputy chief of naval intelligence, in his Beltway office, who 

enlightens us as to the source of this week’s story: “I can now turn over my file.”  After 

shots of mosques with a disturbed flock of birds flying overhead (a nature metaphor for 

sociopolitical turmoil), we cut to throngs of fanatical natives, who carry flags and fight in 

the streets.  

A hyperbolic voiceover describes the scene as Baghdad, “seething with unrest … 

wildfire of revolution already ignited threatening to inflame the entire Middle East.” The 

narration then goes on to suggest that such revolutionary violence threatens to destroy the 

last “foothold” in the area.  Finally, the narrator explains that the woman in dispute with 

the taxi driver is “to play a vital role.”  A U.S. intelligence officer comes to woman’s aid 

pushing through the crowd.  We see a close-up of the Persian drawing a dagger, when an 

Anglo-Hassim oil executive, Shaw, fires a gun.  The woman’s clothes are torn and the 

intelligence officer puts his jacket on her.   

Orientalist music sounds in the background as they enter the hotel. The 

intelligence officer explains, “Normally a taxi dispute is not a big deal, but under unrest 

Arabs [sic] are ready to attack any foreign national on sight.”  The oil executive further 

explains, “In the oil business one travels everywhere and lives nowhere.”  The woman 

sympathizes with the “difficult times for oil companies in the Middle East.”  Another 

Persian with shifty eyes enters the room, but is soon revealed to be a friendly spy, Fadul, 

who tells of a revolution against the Jordanian king.   

Soon, sinister Persian soldiers arrive and announce that no one is to leave the 

hotel.  The U.S. intelligence officer goes to his room, where the man picks up a phone to 

call the American attaché, but the phone line is dead.  Suddenly the woman appears out 

of the shadows of a closet holding a gun, seemingly a femme fatale.  However, we soon 

learn via a close-up shot of a Buchenwald concentration camp tattoo on her arm that she 

is an Israeli spy. With the off-screen sounds of shooting in the streets outside, she 

explains, “Jordan will fall, then my country.”  She then relates Israeli military intelligence 

concerning the Communist inspired plot in Jordan to take place within 48 hours to 

assassin king Hussein.  Agent Foster, in typical Eisenhower Doctrine, explains that not 

only for Israel’s sake, but to protect Western powers as well, it is necessary that the 
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Americans get her message.  The two go through a number of attempts to escape the 

hotel, both bribing treacherous Persian soldiers and getting help from “friendly” Fadul. 

Finally, oil executive Shaw manages to get the two spies visas and a helicopter 

equipped with shortwave radio to alert Western forces of the coup.  When the two agents 

ask Shaw how he was able to accomplish this route of escape, we learn, “oilmen have 

nothing but the best.”  As the two escape in the helicopter, we cut to shots of oilfields, as 

they report the plot in Jordan back to officials in Washington D.C.  In the epilogue to the 

show, we learn that the “assassination was prevented.  Thanks to U.S. intelligence […] 

British paratroopers stop the plan,” and that, “the future history of the Middle East 

remains to be written.”  The episode ends with the Eisenhower mantra on such covert 

activity – that agents, “still work for the preservation of peace, not only in the Middle 

East, but all over the world.” 

 In addition to newsreels and televised docudrama, educational films funded by 

corporate and state institutions further contributed to U.S. ideologies of the Middle East.  

Documentary filmmaking under corporate and political funding matured during the New 

Deal, but after World War II was employed more pervasively to foster a favorable 

political climate for the expansion of commercial interests and activities and to promote 

the corporate image.  Such productions typically presented big businesses as good 

corporate citizens, forward thinking providers of products, jobs and services, and as 

active supporters of causes such as human rights and regional development.49   

In the production of corporate films on the Middle East, filmmakers were 

encouraged to stress modernization to the extent that matter that might be considered to 

make regions look primitive was avoided.50  Arab Middle East (1955) made by McGraw-

Hill, and researched by Lebanese scholar Dr. Edward Levonian, opens with a critical 

introduction of stereotypes of Arabs, harems and Bedouins.51  The film narrates history of 

the Middle East from Babylonia and Mesopotamia and the Crusades to the present.  The 

region is presented as once under French and British control, but now a new 
                                                 
49 Schumann, David et al. (1991, September). Corporate advertising in America: a review of published 
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50 Pedler, Garth. (1982, August). British petroleum: their documentary films before 1939. Classic Images 
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51 Levonian, Edward. (Producer). (1955). The Arab Middle East [Short]. McGraw-Hill, UCLA-MP. 
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“independent” Middle East with modern development.  Thus, the examination of 

stereotypes in the introduction really functions as a contrast to show modernized Arabs 

and describes them as “typical.” Arabs are shown at a train station leaving Persian Iraq, 

which is “rich in oil,” and heading for America, to learn petroleum engineering.   

Palestinian refugees are shown, but only a vague explanation of their plight is 

given: “the result of past conflicts,” which “constitutes a serious problem in the Middle 

East today.” American, British, and Iraqi engineers “help” in development for such 

cooperation “benefits all nations.”  We see shots of oil refineries in coastal areas, which 

send in the shipment of oil by sea to other parts of the world.  After this promotion for 

modernization, the narrator concludes, “And so we have seen the area.” Apparently, the 

only important aspects of the Middle East are ancient contributions to world history, 

modernization, and, benefits of this “rich and strategic area.” 

 The Western modernizing lens is most apparent in the very title of another film, 

Iran – Between Two Worlds (1953).52  Professor William Haas conveys that Iran, “knew 

greatness in the days of Persia” during Darius’s rule and that of his son Xerxes – “25 

centuries ago” [my emphasis].  Haas discusses Muslim rule under Mohammed and the 

great mosques – and then – celebrates the rise of the shah after 1925 as “a new era,” in 

which Iranians moved “from old Customs to Western ways of thought.”  Haas describes 

Iran under the shah as characterized by “needed land reforms are changing old patterns 

and bring hope to the people” [read: denationalization of oil fields and the return to 

Western privatization].  Shots of new buildings and modern apartments are described as, 

“visible signs of progress in Teheran […] as modern industry comes to Isfahan and the 

worker faces challenges of sudden adjustment to the machine age.” The film actually 

shows the poverty of the Iranian people, yet calls them honorable:  “Like most people of 

the Middle East, Iran wants the benefits of mechanized civilization.”  The exploitation of 

oil is “change [that] is coming as the great natural resources of Iran are developed.” The 

first aerial shot of Iran shows its oilfields with the voiceover, “the most important 

resource is oil.”   

The historical amnesia of this “educational” film is most apparent in passing over 

the British MI5 covert action in Iran just a year prior with the overthrow of Mossadeqh, 
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instead calling British “interest” in Iran as “subject of bitter dispute.”  Film praises the 

high industrial wages that allegedly have “attracted natives to work in the tangle of 

mechanical equipment” and describes such laborers as the “new men of Iran.”  In 

conclusion, this film suggests that under oil exploitation and industrial modernization, 

Iran “may know again the glory of Darius.” 

  Julian Bryan’s Middle East (1959) presents the title followed by animated oil 

derrick with dripping oil.53  The film presents the work of Western oil companies in 

providing comfortable housing, education and health for Arab workers.  Such Western 

corporate ventures, the documentary claims, rouse the latent energies of workers, 

“transforming their lives” into a “modern labor class” for the “vanguard of 

industrialism.”  However, the documentary also presents boiling just under the surface of 

a happy labor class a revolutionary threat, as students are shown presenting identification 

to state police as they enter a school.  The documentary describes the relationship 

between the Near East Foundation, Shell Oil, Aramco, and the Israeli Consulate, which 

has provided millions of dollars for the oil exploration.  The Middle East is described as 

being fraught with uncertainties, but richer with promise “than any other time in history.” 

In the South African Zionist Federation’s Problems of the Middle East (1958), we 

learn the “four of the principal problems confronting the Middle East”:  Minorities vs. 

Arab unity, agriculture and backwardness, industrialization and westernization, and 

education.54  The first shot dissolves to a globe showing Middle East region, which (once 

again) is called a “vast and strategic area.”  After the commonplace “ancient history” of 

the region, with dissolves of camels and Arabs passing through the desert to a car passing 

through from aerial shot, the viewer is told, “we are concerned chiefly with the central 

part.” In what follows, it is hard to envision a more pro-Zionist account of the Palestinian 

conflict.  We are told that Israel is, “a strong industrial economy [and] a permanent 

democratic feature in the Middle East.”  Next Palestinian refugee camps are referred to as 

a “breeding ground for instability and strife.”   

Touching on modernization as a universal remedy, the film explains how world 

powers led by the U.S. and Soviet Union rivalry (with shots of an American man 
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teaching an Arab) are offering needed technical assistance and that modern development 

projects, “compel a corresponding modification of social structure of Islamic society.”  

The film speculates, “How to introduce modern techniques of industry without 

undermining the spiritual traditions of the past?”  We are shown how the old ways of life 

and handicraft continue to prevail, with a close-up shot of a man carving with chisel.  The 

panacea of oil, and Israel, appears in this documentary, with a shot a crew on derrick and 

Israelis as “forcing industrialization” on Arabs.  It is established that the Arabian deserts 

contain two-thirds of the world’s potential oil reserves and that foreign oil concessions 

split the land into areas of influence.  The concluding argument is that industrialization 

can be achieved without wholesale westernization - through education, although the shots 

of classrooms in the film appear to be Western in the curriculum and languages taught.   

The short anticommunist Screen News Digest’s “Focus on the Middle East: The 

Soviet Union Fishes in Trouble Water” (1958), funded by the First National Bank of 

Boston, describes the Middle East as an “ancient world that rose, flourished and fell,” 

while presenting shots of pyramids, camels and primitive Arabs.55  The environment is 

depicted as, “hot, bleak […] harsh and barren,” and then juxtaposed with shots of oil 

derricks, refineries and pipelines, as the narrator elucidates that the regions is, “yet today 

a strategic area of vital concern to the free and Communist world […] for here is located 

two-thirds of all the oil resources on earth a 500 billion gallon bonanza in black gold.” 

The viewer is then presented with shots of Soviet ships and the Suez Canal, explicated as 

“a bridgehead into Africa […] at stake, as the Soviet Union fishes in troubled waters 

seeking new ways to achieve old aims.” 

Conclusion 

 The U.S. mediated image of the Middle East from the 1930s though the 1960s is 

strikingly uniform despite the variety of political, educational and corporate media 

sources.  The region is recurrently depicted as a desert wasteland, as opposed to an 

already endangered ecosystem, which seems to have really only one boon: oil.  Thus, 

discourses of nature draw on both the Edenic and demonic imagery.  While Hollywood’s 

fictional films emphasized the exotic and ancient character of the Middle East, 

documentary, corporate media invariably depicted resource exploitation and industrial 
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modernization as the only possible alternatives for sustenance of the region and its 

inhabitants.  The sociopolitical conditions and empowerment of the Middle Eastern 

population are often glossed over, or treated in a wholly optimistic fashion. 

Appalling relations of production, labor, class and political power are mostly 

ignored. While Arab and Persian cooperation with Western corporatocracy renders them 

the projects paternalistic capitalism, the ambition for progressive social change brands 

them as backward and primitive.  It seems that much of the ideology of the Middle East 

articulated during the rise of U.S. hegemony serves to legitimate avaricious exploitation 

of the environment and severe violations of human rights.  
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CHAPTER 6 

BLACK SUNDAY: HOLLYWOOD COUNTERTERRORISM IN 

THE POST-VIETNAM ERA 

 
 
 

…it’s appalling to me the people we let in 

this country.
1 

John Frankenheimer, 1977 
 

Black Sunday (1977) is generally recognized as one of the earliest Hollywood 

action films that takes as its subject the specter of Arab terrorist attacks in the United 

States and the necessity of domestic counterterrorism.2  Based on a novel by Thomas 

Harris, the premise of the novel and film encompasses a plan by a radical Arab faction, 

Black September, and psychotic Vietnam P.O.W., Michael Lander, to attack America in 

retribution for its political and military support of Israel by hauling over a crowded Super 

Bowl a blimp loaded with 200,000 rifle darts in its nacelle.  Black Sunday is at once an 

artifact of a political culture, blockbuster studio production and genre filmmaking.   

First, following the Six Day War of 1967 the U.S. identification with Israeli ways 

of seeing Arab and Muslim states and the framing of revolutionary Arab activity as 

“terrorism” intensified.  The violent excess and failure of the United States in its struggle 

against communism in Indochina, a cultural revolution at home, the increasing 

interrogation of U.S. domestic and foreign policy apparatuses, and the impression of 

emasculinized U.S. state and military institutions as a result of the Vietnam fiasco 

compelled a “corrective” resurgence of conservative American principles of patriotism 

and military force.  Second, changes in the ownership, economy and relations of 

production in the U.S. film industry led to different ideological and signifying practices 

in film production, marketing and distribution.  Third, structural changes in the film 

industry and media culture led to new cultural obsessions of storytelling in the form of 
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international espionage thrillers.  The Arab terrorist action film genre was advanced 

through the complex interrelationship of these three historical developments in the mid-

1970s. 

This chapter explores the historical production of Black Sunday by first 

examining the development of the disaster film genre in Hollywood cinema, and then 

reconstructing Black Sunday’s production history, its divergence from the standard 

disaster films, and its position within the counterterrorism discourses of the 1970s.  By 

taking an approach which unites production history with an analysis of counterterrorism 

discourse, I hope to initiate a new discussion of the Arab terrorism film in relation to 

ideology, industrial relations and political culture.   

The results of this analysis suggest the need for a fundamental revision of much 

scholarly writing on images of Arab terrorism and the Middle East that expands 

important developments in film analysis of stereotyping, aesthetic spectacle and 

melodramatic suspense, and recognizes the complex and deliberately constructed process 

of the assimilation and encoding of political and religious violence in the Middle East 

into a Hollywood ideological vision.  Focusing on the production history of Black 

Sunday, this chapter also outlines the fundamental aspects that heralded the production of 

Arab terrorist action films in the 1970s and laid the groundwork for subsequent films of 

the 1980s and 1990s.  Through archival documentation and the film itself, film 

production history and historiography reveals a set of norms and attitudes of filmmakers 

and the cultural totality within which they produced such films.   

Israel: Special Relationship and National Interest 

 The post-WWII era has been characterized as one of rapid decolonization and the 

withdrawal of Western domination of the “Third World.”  However, such a history can 

only pass critical analysis if viewed as classical colonial dependency reframed and 

rearticulated in terms of western hegemony and its strategic and economic interests.  The 

notion of an altruistic and beneficent discharge of colonial possessions by the Western 

bloc is largely a concealing myth by which historical struggles for empowerment are 

obscured, negated and transformed into dichotomies of “freedom” and “terror.”  In the 

nationalist revolutions in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Latin America and other 

emergent nations, freedom has come at a great cost in human, psychic and material 
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resources, often with parallel, but highly asymmetrical, forms of domination and 

counterinsurgency conducted by Western nation states.   

The central U.S. Cold War ideology in the Truman Doctrine and NSC 68, which 

included containment of Soviet revolutionary influences and the concomitant impudence 

of the West as the guardian of the “Free World” led to the recurrent support of non-

democratic, right-wing dictatorships, gross violations of human rights, ecological 

devastation and warfare, and an increasing economic stranglehold on developing 

nations.3  The West has incessantly propagated a democratic facade, while discrediting 

and miscalculating the extent to which oppressed people will struggle for freedom and 

equality.  The fact that a colony-settler state such as Israel, which in its formative years 

was established through the subjugation and displacement of indigenous peoples, could 

come to be so respected by the U.S. during the height of the Cold War reveals a legacy of 

imperialist frontiersmanship that the WWII effort against Hitler’s fascist project was far 

from bringing to an end.   

America’s budding support of Israel from the 1950s to the 1970s is commonly 

understood in relation to two paradigms: national interests and special relationship.  The 

paradigm of national interest consisted of a complex of strategic interests and objectives, 

which American foreign policy sought to promote in the Middle East, while the paradigm 

of special relationship was constituted by American public opinion and a set of cultural 

predilections, feelings and attitudes toward Israel, which encouraged sympathy, support 

and affection.4  The national interest paradigm was based on a structural-realist view of 

international politics, which includes such interests as stabilizing the Arab-Israeli 

conflict, maintaining access to Arab oil and expanding the influence of the U.S., while 

containing competitive advances in the Middle East.  Although the U.S. Zionist 

movement was certainly effective in rousing popular U.S. sentiment for a pro-Israeli 

policy,5 by the 1960s the alliance with Israeli aided the American military-industrial 

                                                 
3 Schmitz, D. F. (1999). Thank god they’re on our side: the United States and right-wing dictatorships, 

1921-1965. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
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5 Huff, Earl Dean. (1971). Zionist influences upon U. S. foreign policy: a study of American policy toward 

the Middle East from the time of the struggle for Israel to the Sinai conflict. Ph.D. dissertation, University 
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complex by providing military proxy to protect petroleum interests in the Middle East.  

By building up Israeli military power, the U.S. could ensure stability and a sustained 

supply of oil in the event of future conflict.6 The special relationship paradigm, on the 

other hand, is essentially constructivist, reflecting at its extreme, a messianic goodwill in 

American public opinion toward Israel and dedication to its continued security and 

existence – to the exclusion of Arab concerns.  

During the Truman administration, the special relationship paradigm prompted 

the initial recognition of Israel as a state; in the period from Eisenhower to Nixon, 

national interest and the Cold War balancing of power increasingly emerged as a 

dominant paradigm as Israel came to be seen as a strategic asset.  Egyptian leader Nasser 

challenged the West with his appeal to Pan-Arab politics across the Middle East, which 

threatened to bar access to the oil enjoyed by a small number of dictators under U.S. 

influence by suggesting that the wealth should be equitably distributed to the people.  

This was irritating to the U.S. elite, who feared that if Nasser were to get control of the 

oil supplies, he would have the power to destroy the West. Without fail, the U.S. 

dismissed Arab nationalism as manipulated by the Soviets and regarded Israel as a 

“political contraceptive” against nationalist, and later, Islamic upheavals in the region.7   

In February 1966, Britain pronounced that it intended to abandon its position as 

policeman of the Arabian Gulf and would evacuate its navy and military from Yemen by 

1968.  Leading up to the Six Days War of 1967, Nasser, fearing Israeli plans to attack 

Syria, called for mobilization Egyptian forces into Sinai and the withdraw of the U.N. 

forces, which had been stationed as a buffer between  Egypt and Israel after the 1956 

Sinai War.  On June 5 1967, Israel waged a swift and preemptive victory against the 

Egyptian, Syrian and Jordanian forces, culminating in the devastation of the Egyptian air 

force and Israeli territorial expansions into the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Golan Heights and 

the Sinai.8  The United States saw Arab defeat as a Cold War victory over the Soviet 

                                                 
6 Friedland, Edward, Seabury, Paul and Wildavsky, Aaron. (1975, Autumn). Oil and the decline of western 
power. Political Science Quarterly 90(3): 437-450. 
7 Aruri, Naseer. (1997 Summer). The U.S. and the Arabs: a woeful history. Arab Studies Quarterly 19(3): 
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8 Schiff, Z. (1985). A History of the Israeli army, 1874 to the present. New York: Macmillan; Neff, D. 
(1984). Warriors for Jerusalem: the six days that changed the Middle East. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
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Union’s advance into the Middle East and unambiguous evidence of Israel’s value as an 

ally in the region.9  

In the first three years after 1967, the Israeli military industry quadrupled its 

output, with 20,000 new employees between 1968 and 1972.  In the same time, the 

Ministry of Defense increased its purchase of weapons by 86 percent.  The postwar boom 

was accelerated by this improved relationship with the U.S.  In 1968 President Johnson 

had supplied 50 phantom jets to Israel at a time when only close allies such as Britain and 

Germany received phantoms.  A heightening perception of Arab radicalism came in the 

aftermath of the Six Day War, especially in the form of revolutionary sentiment among 

Palestinians.10  In 1969, Qaddafi overthrew King Idris of Libya, seized power in Tripoli 

and moved to expel American military bases.  In 1969, a revolutionary group in Saudi 

Arabia called the National Liberation Front attempted a coup against King Faisal; from 

then on a firm American interest in the Saudi king’s stability was reflected by the CIA 

alumni on payroll, who took over Saudi’s internal security.   

However, a diverse result of the 1967 war was an increase in the formation of 

large, well-organized, armed Palestinian guerrilla movements.11  Territorial expansions 

led to heightened security risks because of Israel’s repression of the Palestinian 

population, which in turn waged low-intensity warfare against Israel both at home and 

abroad. On September 6, 1970 the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) 

hijacked three airplanes to a Jordan airfield and held 421 passengers hostage for the 

release of prisoners in Israel.  In May 1972, three PLO trained Japanese Red Army 

gunmen killed 23 and wounded 76 in the Lod airport in Tel Aviv.  In September 1972, the 

Palestinian organization, Black September, killed eleven Israeli weight-lifting team 

members and one German police officer during a hostage crisis the Summer Olympics in 

Munich, Germany. 
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92 
 

Far from reproaching Israel, the U.S. passively acquiesced in Israel’s occupation 

and settlement of territories.12  Moving into the Nixon years, U.S. support of Israel was 

predominantly based on a set of realist strategic objectives: “to ... weaken the position of 

the Arab radicals, encourage Arab moderates, and assure Israel’s security.”13  Vis-à-vis 

the daily reports of a deteriorating U.S. situation in Vietnam, the triumph of the Israeli 

army against Communism was an inspiration that garnered Western admiration and won 

improved U.S. military and political support for Israel.  After a PFLP hijacking in 

September 1970, Nixon supported a plan to crush the Palestinians in Jordan and increased 

military aid to Israel by $500 million.  In 1970, the U.S. and Israel signed a master 

defense development data exchange agreement, in which Israel was given technical 

information to manufacture and maintain military technology developed in the U.S. and to 

build U.S. designed military equipment.14  By 1971, Israel would spend 20 percent of its 

gross national product on defense industries.  In the 1970s, U.S. analysts argued that 

Israel, Saudi Arabia and Iran under the shah served as an “iron triangle” to protect U.S. 

control over oil producing regions of the gulf.15  When the Egyptians and Syrians 

retaliated in the 1973 Yom Kippur war, there was a large and visible American presence, 

including an Israeli command post inside the Pentagon itself and CH C-5 and C-1 

transports of the U.S. Air Force military airlift command, which shipped in 22,497 tons of 

equipment and 26,000 military and civilian personnel.  By 1977, the U.S. was providing 

$1 billion in military aid to Israel.16 

Israel’s military reprisals against Palestinians could only be more appealing by the 

1970s, when the U.S. had largely flopped its own bankrupt imperial project in 

Indochina.17  Internally, the triumph of Israeli “counterterrorism” was a source of morale 

boosting to the U.S. establishment in contending with the internal dissent, distrust in 

politicians, and a disturbing scrutiny of its intelligence, military, industrial and media 
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apparatuses.  Externally, Israel has provided a counterterrorism model for the U.S., 

especially in military and other security tactics (preemption, occupation, emergency laws 

and treatment of enemies) and rationales to justify the legality of such tactics.18 

The Genesis of Harris’s Black Sunday 

Several fictional treatments of Arab terrorism appeared in the wake of the 1972 

attacks at the Lod Airport and Munich Olympics, and the 1973 Yom Kippur war, 

including Harold Robbins’s The Pirate, Robin Moore’s Dubai, Harry Arvay’s Operation 

Kuwait and Eleven Bullets for Mohammed, Lionel Black’s Arafat Is Next and Thomas 

Harris’s Black Sunday.19  The thriller novel genre with a Middle East setting had been 

anticipated by the books of Eric Ambler, writer of the British espionage novel, who as 

early as the 1940s had portrayed settings in the Middle East in the context of Cold War 

intelligence and sleuth.  Ambler’s Levantine (1972) pits western businessman, Michael 

Howell, against fanatical terrorist organization “Palestine Action Force,” which seeks to 

occupy his factories in Damascus, Syria to launch attacks against Israel in retribution for 

the plight of Palestinian refugees and the humiliating defeat of the Six Day War. 

The fictional literature of terrorism in the early 1970s was also inspired by 

conservative novelist Fredrick Forsyth’s The Day of the Jackal (1971), in which 

Organisation de l’armée secrète (OAS), a nationalist militant organization, hires a British 

assassin to kill French leader, Charles De Gaulle.  Forsyth’s book significantly 

established the structure for other novels of terror, opening with several examples of the 

group’s exploits, the exposition of an nefarious plot, elaborate preparations for the main 

terror event, first leaks and the police search, and final conflict between “super cop and 

terrorist mastermind,”20 in a tripartite composition of “Anatomy of a Plot”, “Anatomy of 

a Manhunt” and “Anatomy of a Kill.”   

After The Day of the Jackal, the terrorist thriller commonly employed a plot 

structure, which Gilles Deleuze has compared to melodramatic filmmaker D. W. 

Griffith’s parallel editing, in which the actions of hero and villain are juxtaposed through 
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montage to create suspense and action.21  Forsyth’s alternation of criminal plotting and its 

parallel detection and hunt by government agents was by no means an innovative formal 

structuring, but the approach became prevalent in police procedural thrillers of the 1970s 

following the international acclaim of The Day of the Jackal.  Finally, as with most 

terrorist thrillers of the 1970s, Forsyth employed research methods and incidents both 

derived from and inspired by journalism; Forsyth had himself been a reporter for Reuters 

and BBC during the 1960s.  The Day of the Jackal was adapted to film – twice – first by 

Fred Zinnemann in 1972 (The Day of the Jackal), and subsequently in 1997 by Michael 

Caton-Jones (as Jackal). 

 As with the bulk of terrorist thrillers of the mid-1970s, Thomas Harris’s Black 

Sunday was indebted to news stories of terrorism.  By and large derived from Harris’s 

experiences as an AP reporter in the early 1970s, Black Sunday began as a collaboration 

between Harris, Sam Maull and Dick Riley, two other New York AP reporters on the 

night shift, who decided to increase their incomes by piecing together a novel.  Maull and 

Riley would assist in the conception and research, compiling a list of leading news topics 

into a maximum number of plot-lines.  An early plot idea pitted the Mafia against a 

lesbian cult with the mediation of the spineless politician.  However, the three finally 

combined recent news events into a plot depicting an attack by Palestinian terrorists on a 

major sporting event in United States.   

Maull has disclosed that the opening scene of Black Sunday was taken directly 

from the front page of the New York Times.22  Other than exposure to news reports, none 

of the journalists had been to the Middle East and much of their research on the region 

was based on information from the New York tourist office.  The terrorist of the novel, 

Dahlia, was modeled after a local hairdresser.23  Harris then came up with the idea of 

using a Goodyear blimp as the vehicle for carrying explosives into a crowded football 

stadium.  They sold the book concept to G.P. Putnam press and split the advance.  

However, Harris eventually took over from his collaborators and wrote the book on his 
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own.  Harris completed Black Sunday in 15 months, finally quitting the AP to finish the 

final manuscript in Mississippi.24   

The book was initially published by Putnam in hardcover early in 1973, but later 

reprinted by Bantam in paperback.25  Initial mainstream reviews of Black Sunday were 

positive, but generally reserved, favoring the novel as a bald page turner.  However, more 

sober critics denounced the book for its focus on “bizarre guerilla schemes and 

counterinsurgency” and its potential as a “source of political misinformation and 

reinforce[ment] of anti-Arab racism.”26  John Skow of Time magazine categorized Black 

Sunday as one in a series of novels in which, “Arabs tend to sound like parodies of 

Yasser Arafat delivering a hate broadcast.”27  Nonetheless, on the same day Black Sunday 

went on sale in paperback on March 24, 1976, the novel was sent back to the presses for 

another 200,000 copies, bringing its total copies to over 1,700,000.  There were three 

more printings in 1976, bringing the total to two million copies.  The book found its way 

to the bestsellers lists for six months.  Beginning on May 30, 1976, Black Sunday was #4 

on the New York Times bestseller list and was selected for the Book of the Month Club.28 

Black Sunday as Hollywood Disaster Blockbuster 

Black Sunday’s cinematic future was foreshadowed in a number of reviews, one 

of which referred to the book as “an instant wide screen movie for one’s fantasies of 

aggression.”29  In fact, co-author Riley has acknowledged, “We wrote it with a movie in 

mind,”30 and when director John Frankenheimer, had completed reading the novel, he 

thought “Christ, that’s an automatic movie.”31  As Stephen Bowles has suggested, the 

bestsellers adapted into films of the 1970s had a distinctive quality – varieties of “disaster 

[that] could happen to anyone.”32  In the late 1960s and early 1970s disaster was 

embraced by publishers, the Hollywood system and dominant audiences.  The disaster 
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film genre evolved within Cold War culture as a metaphor for nuclear disaster and 

technological anxiety in the midst of a booming post WWII economy and the rise of 

aerospace travel.   

Maurice Yacowar suggests several types of disaster films, including natural 

attacks, travel disaster, urban disaster, monster disaster, war disaster, historical disaster 

and parodic treatments.33  Although Yacowar suggests that the disaster film is older than 

D.W. Griffith’s Intolerance (1916),34 and despite that the genre had its main thrust in the 

late 1950s with such films as When Worlds Collide (1951), Invaders From Mars (1953) 

and The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), a decisive wave of disaster films came in late 

1960s and early 1970s and were mostly adaptations of novels written by Arthur Hailey 

(Airport, 1968), Paul Gallico (The Poseidon Adventure, 1969) and Richard Martin Stern 

(The Tower, 1973).35  The film adaptations of these novels coincided with the diminution 

of American presence in Vietnam, and in many ways, the genre cycle figured as a 

displacement for Hollywood’s repression of overt filmic discourse on Vietnam in the 

early 1970s.36  Poseidon Adventure (1972), Earthquake (1972), Towering Inferno (1975), 

and Black Sunday (1977) all portray seemingly safe, solid structures collapsing, at a time 

when structures in American society, such as the Pentagon and the presidency, were 

simultaneously falling.37   

Quarantelli proposes that disaster films typically portray disaster agents that for 

the most part are highly unlikely, that frequent natural disasters are seldom portrayed and 

that disaster agents rarely appear unexpectedly.38  Whereas Quarantelli’s study excluded 

war, terrorism, sci-fi and comedy, and suggested that disaster films devote more time to 

pre-impact than to trans-impact or post-impact, the disaster films that include terrorism 

seem to have emphasis on pre-impact and trans-impact.  Disaster films expend a 

significant amount of exposition to disaster as a central “character,” but then swing into a 
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narrative of survival in which, “a hero […] leads a group of castaways out of danger and 

back to civilization.”39 

Disaster films usually bank on an immediacy of an imaginary catastrophe, and 

therefore, are most often placed in topical and contemporary settings, represent castaways 

as cross section of contemporary culture (while subplotting class, racial and gendered 

conflicts as part of the group’s endurance), highlight contemporary societal alienation via 

the initial isolation and successive unity of the survival group, and underscore the 

relentless corruption and savagery seething beneath a façade of civilization in 

contemporary culture, politics and industrial capitalism. Contemporary state and 

corporate institutions are ultimately disciplined by forms of disaster that mete out their 

poetic justice in a seemingly depoliticized fashion.40  Yet, within the cross section of the 

survival group are the various contemporary characters shaped by current political 

typologies and stereotypes: heroic laymen, technical experts (scientific, governmental, 

academic or investigative), egomaniacal cowards, the racial Other and the white female 

love interest. 

The preeminence of the disaster film in the early 1970s reflected the deployment 

of an appropriate genre for profit exploitation by global conglomerates in an international 

film market. Packaging and promoting the film globally was a major element in corporate 

and marketing research circles.  In addition to box office success in the U.S., the globally 

targeted film could count on financial returns through engagements in other countries.  

The global film market instigated a global text with characteristic traits, including casts of 

internationally acclaimed stars, typically of several nationalities, a predominance of 

action over refined dialogue to facilitate international exhibition without complex 

translation and dubbing, and an emphasis on striking spectacles set against exotic 

backgrounds with restrained narrative detail.   

Whereas the disaster films of the 1950s appealed to primarily domestic teenage 

“baby boomer” audiences, the target audience of the late 1960s and early 1970s disaster 

film was global.  As Irwin Allen producer of Poseidon Adventure and the Towering 

Inferno put it:  
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My pictures could almost be shown without dialog, they always make 

more money in the foreign market than at home.  If you’re spending $10 

to $15 million on a picture or even more you can’t make movies just for 

an American audience.41   

Whereas the traditional exhibition pattern gauged success first in America and then 

exported films for other countries, by the 1970s the global market accounted to an 

estimated 50-55 percent of annual grosses beyond the U.S. box office; while North 

American audiences were generating $700 million per year, countries outside North 

America could be counted on to generate another $600 million or more.42 

In addition, the international reach of the Hollywood film was predicated on 

financing from outside the studio system, often by financial groups from several 

countries and the sales of territorial exhibition rights in advance of the actual filming.  

Since the collapse of the classical Hollywood system in the late 1960s – instigated by the 

antitrust Paramount decision of 1948, which ruled that the industry’s vertical integration 

of production, distribution and exhibition constituted a monopoly, forcing the studios to 

divest themselves of control of theatres circuits, and culminated by ferocious competition 

with television and declining theatre attendance, monetary inflation, increasing 

production costs, and the senescing of historic studio moguls – a new generation of 

production heads turned out fewer productions and focused on producing solitary, big 

budget films with tremendous global box office power, using proven stars, proven 

formula, and pre-sold bestsellers.43  However, one single failure could (and often did) 

break a studio financially, rendering it subject to external financial manipulation, which 

was in a short time demonstrated by the escalating acquisition and liquidation of the 

majors by conglomerates such as Gulf + Western (1966, Paramount), Kinney National 

(1969, Warner Bros.), Avco (Embassy), TransAmerica Corp. (1967, United Artists), 

hotel magnate, Kerkorian (1967, MGM), Coca-Cola (1982, Columbia) and finally, News 

Corporation (1985, Fox). 
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With the control of conglomerates came the intensification of corporate 

management practices, most notably in the shift from traditional publicity to the 

pervasive implementation of marketing strategies for motion pictures.  Movies eventually 

would be viewed as so many other packaged consumer goods.  As producer Keith Barish 

explains, “As larger and larger companies take over the studios, they start treating films 

as a product no different than soda pop or chips. Same cost, same controls, same 

reporting structure, same market testing.”44  Films would be subject to market testing 

(including concept, title, print and commercial ad testing), marketing surveys, 

“positioning”, screen preview testing, focus group sessions for target audiences, and 

finally, post-release surveys to expand untapped potential in other audience 

demographics.45   

As production costs rose and producers were producing fewer films at a very high 

cost, chance-taking was reduced by making movies based on pre-tested content always 

already popular within dominant culture and fictional literature.46  Hollywood was 

increasingly drawing upon novels in the early 1970s as a source for movie material and 

bestsellers proved to be most attractive; novels such as The Godfather (Mario Puzo, 

1969), The Exorcist (William Peter Blatty, 1971) and Jaws (Robert Benchley, 1974) were 

adapted into films that could capitalize on the sensational publicity surrounding the 

novels.  In addition, the particularly cinematic qualities of such novels, especially the 

supernatural illusions and spectacular disasters that could be rendered in innovative and 

highly publicized special effects and genre formulae that could be smoothly integrated 

into Hollywood marketing and saturation advertising, further attracted movie producers.  

Finally, the pre-selling of unreleased films to TV, and emerging pay TV, videotape, 

video-disc, and satellite transmission, further increased the market value of films.47 

In July 1975, Universal Studios was fast approaching $70 million with Steven 

Spielberg’s film adaptation of Robert Benchley’s bestseller, Jaws, and the film was posed 

for topping the five all-time box office hits, The Godfather (1972), The Sound of Music 
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(1965), Gone with the Wind (1939), The Sting (1973) and The Exorcist (1973).48  As its 

second largest seller, Bantam Books had 9,220,000 copies of Jaws in print. By September 

1975, Jaws had become the fastest and highest grossing picture in motion picture history 

with a gross of $194,222,872.49  By February of the following year, a Variety survey of 

film rentals noted that Jaws cornered approximately 25% of the U.S. and Canadian film 

market, making Universal the top grossing studio for the year of 1975.50   

Such immense success taught the industry that film adaptations could be carefully 

marketed to exploit the franchise of the novels and mass publicity campaigns could pre-

sell the films long before their release.  In many cases, author contracts with film 

producers were initiated prior to the issue of the novels and studios and publishing houses 

were proactively working with writers at early stages of material development.51  

Production companies were acquiring or organizing book publishing subsidiaries: MCA-

Universal (Putnam Berkley), Warner Bros. (Warner Paperback), and Paramount (Simon 

and Schuster/Pocketbooks).52  In 1975, Warner Brothers was considering a merger G.P. 

Putnam’s Sons publishing, Harcourt Brace Jovanich publishing house was considering 

moving into film and television production, and Bantam books was inaugurating new 

policies of commissioning novels from film treatments.53  In the following years, Fox 

would significantly exploit paperback tie-ins with Ballantine Press for its immensely 

successful franchise, Star Wars.54   

However, in 1975, Paramount was ahead of the pack, having acquired rights to 

lens the top novels on the bestseller list.55  By entering production and distribution tie-in 

deals with publishing companies, Paramount could organize regional campaigns for 

books that were keyed simultaneously to marketing for their films in the same areas.  As 

Paramount Vice President of Marketing, Gordon Weaver put it, “books sell movies and 

movies sell books.”56  In addition to publishing houses, Paramount also sought tie-ins 
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with a variety of companies from electronics (Radio Shack) to textiles retailers 

(McCall’s).57   

According to the trades, Paramount had hibernated for most of 1975, but suddenly 

19 films were planned for 1976 – the most intensive production rate in contemporary 

Paramount history.  Richard Sylbert, Vice President in charge of production, ascribed the 

burst of production to a “new attitude” at Paramount, which was “galvanizing everybody, 

including those on our on back lot; we’re seeing that films get made.”58  Paramount 

planned to respond to Jaws with their own blockbuster, and beginning as early as April of 

1975, Barry Diller (as new head executive at Paramount since 1974), put into practice a 

new production strategy in which a small group of producers would work separately, but 

within the boundaries set and supervised by Paramount, to seek and develop viable 

blockbuster feature projects.59 

Former Executive Vice President in charge of worldwide production, Robert 

Evans, who had first come to Paramount in 1966 (leaving his role as an actor and 

executive at Evan-Picone clothing after being tapped by Charlie Bluhdorn of Gulf + 

Western, an industrial conglom and owner of Paramount since 1966), had been 

responsible for a string of 30 Paramount successes that led the company to a position of 

success and leadership domestically and internationally.  Evans had been in charge, to a 

lesser or greater degree, of Romeo and Juliet (1968), The Odd Couple (1968), 

Rosemary’s Baby (1968), True Grit (1969), Love Story (1970), Lady Sings the Blues 

(1972), The Godfather I and II (1972 and 1974), Paper Moon (1973), and Chinatown 

(1974).  Encouraged by Diller, Evans resigned from his executive position in 1975 and 

shifted to his own production unit, Robert Evans Productions, working with Paramount 

on an exclusive contract to produce two to four blockbuster features a year.60  Marathon 

Man and Black Sunday would be produced back to back in 1975. 

Evans spoke of his role as an unparalleled contract with Paramount that availed 

him the opportunity to personally produce films while being a production chief and 
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reaping some financial rewards for his efforts, as opposed to exerting the same effort on 

an executive salary.  Evans had become frustrated with having to supervise every picture 

produced on the Paramount lot; he wanted to focus his energies on one or two 

productions, overseeing every minuscule detail of assembly from the script phase all the 

way through the preparation of the foreign language releases.61  Evans cleverly dubbed to 

his new role under Paramount, “dependent producer,” as opposed to the often clichéd, 

misnomer “independent” producer.62  

Evans saw himself foremost as an entertainer with a finely calibrated gauge on 

popular taste.  He was in many ways an ideal producer to execute Diller’s blockbuster 

strategy at Paramount; Evans had previously demonstrated his aptitude for playing it safe 

by reproducing genre films on subjects that already demonstrated a pre-tested, 

commercial potential. Rosemary’s Baby, True Grit, Love Story, The Godfather I and II, 

and Chinatown drew from a longstanding tradition of horror, western, romance, gangster 

and detective noir genre films – reliable studio yarns of the classical Hollywood system.  

The key distinction to Evans’s helming of these films was in hiring veteran studio 

directors, or younger esoteric directors usually associated with art films;63 this strategy 

injected high production and artistic values into a low budget pulp traditionally associated 

with the B-studios.  For instance, noted Polish director Roman Polanski was brought in 

for the horror film, Rosemary’s Baby, and the neo-noir, Chinatown; young iconoclast 

Francis Ford Coppola would pilot Mario Puzo’s The Godfather.  Adding big stars to the 

mix, Evans sought to create a texture that traditional pulp genres rarely ever achieved – 

transforming pulp mentality into big audience appeal.  

Evans’s long-term strategy can be seen in the first project under Robert Evans 

Productions, Marathon Man (1976), based William Goldman’s bestselling paranoid 

thriller about a graduate history student, who inadvertently becomes entangled in an 

international conspiracy involving a fugitive Nazi and contraband diamonds.  Evans 

began developing the Marathon Man project after he and co-producer Sidney Beckerman 
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bought the rights to the Goldman novel for $500,000 before anyone else,64 and planned 

production start for September 1, 1975.65  Before production began, his main concern was 

to choose a right people for the project. British cinema verite director John Schlesinger 

would direct; method actor Dustin Hoffmann would take the central role as the graduate, 

while classically trained Lawrence Olivier would play the villain, Dr. Christian Szell, a 

former Nazi SS dentist of Auschwitz.  

The production of Black Sunday evolved under the same strategy. After reading 

the galleys and literary forecasts of 1972 of Harris’s book prior to its publication, Evans 

decided to acquire film rights to the book through agent Irving Lazar and adapt the 

popular bestseller.66  His interest in producing a terrorism thriller had been piqued ever 

since he had tried to acquire the rights to Fredrick Forsyth’s The Day of the Jackal (1971) 

a few years earlier, but lost out to rival, Universal Studios.67  However, in the case of 

Black Sunday, enmity with other studios seemed fairly less intense.  Richard Brooks at 

Columbia had almost bought Black Sunday, but then decided it would be nearly 

impossible to shoot a blimp descending upon a packed Super Bowl stadium.68  Evans 

acquired rights to Black Sunday at the cost of approximately $250,00069 and got the 

project off the ground, drawing together his typical team of eclectic artists and 

orchestrating the overall preproduction.  Screenwriter Earnest Lehman would adapt the 

book to script and political thriller director of Manchurian Candidate (1962) fame, John 

Frankenheimer, would direct. 

Bringing Frankenheimer onto the project was fraught with impediments. If one 

were to go by Frankenheimer’s general account, the process was rather straightforward: 

When Irving Lazar told me that Paramount had a book that would be 

perfect for me, Black Sunday, I read it and agreed […] I met with Evans. 
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He screened French Connection II and liked it and decided that I was 

the one to direct Black Sunday and that was that.70 

However, even by Frankenheimer’s account, in recent years he had been offered little 

directorial work after five previous years of box office disasters and a voluntary exile in 

Paris; he was fortunate to have been given the opportunity to direct a multimillion dollar 

film.  Although a Paramount executive charged with finding a director for Black Sunday 

attended the first press screening of French Connection II at the Egyptian theater in 

Hollywood, and recommended Frankenheimer for the film, Paramount was ambivalent 

about his abilities.71  When Evans contacted Charles Bluhdorn of parent company Gulf + 

Western in New York and informed him that he intended to bring Frankenheimer on 

board as director of Black Sunday, Bluhdorn responded that Frankenheimer could never 

direct it.72  However, back at Paramount in L.A., Barry Diller seemed to be on Evans’s 

side and very supportive of the idea of Frankenheimer directing.  Richard Sylbert, vice 

president in charge of production (since Evans resigned from that position in 1975), was 

also pulling for Frankenheimer.  Sylbert was certainly a fortuitous association for 

Frankenheimer and could be seen as returning an old favor; for it was Frankenheimer, 

who once hired Sylbert – as production designer for The Manchurian Candidate.73
  In the 

end, Paramount appointed Frankenheimer in spite of parent Gulf + Western’s opposition. 

Frankenheimer also ran up against his own agency, International Creative 

Management (ICM), over the project. He had been at a party at Hollywood agent Irving 

Lazar’s home, when Lazar asked Frankenheimer if he had read a book called Black 

Sunday, which Lazar had just sold to Paramount.  After Frankenheimer read the book, he 

expressed interest; Lazar called Diller and began to work on the package.  However, 

when Frankenheimer contacted his agent Jeff Berg at ICM and asked Berg if he had read 

the book, Berg responded discouragingly, “Yeah, it’s a piece of shit.”74  Rather than 

simply proffering a critical assessment of the book, Berg and ICM seemed to be 

manipulating events to keep Frankenheimer away from Lazar, who wanted to represent 
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him.75  ICM’s motives were confirmed when a representative from ICM called 

Frankenheimer at the Beverly Hills Hotel, and referring to his working with Lazar, 

threatened, “If you leave this agency and go with Irving Lazar, we will do everything we 

can to see that you never work again.”76 

Novel to Script 

Before Frankenheimer was hired in April of 1975, Lehman had been brought in to 

adapt the novel into a screenplay.77  His first draft of June 30, 1975 was a monstrous 271 

pages long.78  Frankenheimer felt that because the novel was so successful, Lehman tried 

to put too much of it into the screenplay.79  The script would need substantial 

restructuring and to cut out Israeli agent Kabakov’s love subplot and his flashbacks to 

Israel.  The Paramount Story Department suggested that the script be timed and cut down 

in length.  By July 11, 1975, Lehman had the script down to 173 pages, just fewer than 

one hundred pages shorter.   

In addition to cutting material that would have made the film too long, other 

omissions were of a solely political matter.  Evans was concerned early on in the script 

development phase with the problem that presenting Palestinian “terrorists” in an overtly 

political fashion might pose.  Evans saw himself as an entertainer, not a producer with 

strong social concerns: “I just want to make pictures that are captivating to an audience.  I 

have no message.”80  Evans often consulted his friend, former National Security Advisor 

(1969-1975) and Secretary of State (1973-1977), Henry Kissinger.  Kissinger and Evans 

were both conservatives; Evans had saved Kissinger from political debacle in February 

1972 by assisting in the planting of articles about Kissinger’s extraordinary competence 

in conservative organs, Life and Time magazine.81  Kissinger suggested how to make the 
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film: “You can’t make it a political picture.  You can’t take sides.  You can’t make it anti 

or pro anyone.”82   

Attempts to depoliticize Harris’s novel can be observed in the earliest revisions of 

the script’s expository sequence.  Harris’s novel opens with Dahlia Iyad, an Al Fatah 

operative, arriving in Beirut to report to the Al Fatah tribunal: “The taxi turned into the 

Rue Verdun and threaded its way into the heart of the city, the Sabra district, filled with 

many refugees from Palestine.”83  Once arriving at the group’s hideout compound, 

various (fictional) squad members and (fictional) plots are introduced in the novel:  

Najeer was the commander of Black September […] he believed in 

holocaust, the fire that purifies; […] Abu Ali, who controlled the Black 

September assassination squads; […] and Muhammad Fasil […] 

architect of the attack on the Olympic Village at Munich […] it was 

these three men who decided that Black September would strike within 

the United States. More than fifty plans had been conceived and 

discarded. Meanwhile, U.S. munitions continued to pour onto Israeli 

docks at Haifa.84 

Lehman’s drafts keep intact the ominous representation of the Al Fatah, condensing 

Harris’s individual portraits of key members of the group to disturbing visual elements 

within the mise-en-scène of their headquarters: 

The room is plain.  On the walls, several large photographs of Arab 

leaders, and blowups of news photos of Black September terrorism […] 

the slayings at Lod Airport in Tel Aviv, assassinations in Rome, the 

slaughter of the Israelis at the Olympic Village and Munich Airport.85 

It seems that writing an apolitical script adaptation meant omitting the book’s references 

to the role of the U.S. in the Arab/Israeli conflict and retaining Harris’s depiction of Al 

Fatah as a bunch of “monsters.”86  Harris’s recurring references to U.S. arms shipments 

to Israel disappeared in script drafts, and instead, in Ivan Moffat’s drafts, Egyptian 

military attaché Col. Riaf is introduced, who points out to Israeli officer Kabakov that 
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Black September is the legacy of Israeli aggression against Palestinians.  As such, Dahlia 

Iyad’s speech to the U.S. that appears in Harris’s book87 (and is significantly abbreviated 

in the script88) loses much of its meaning and seems to merely reproach the U.S. for 

ignoring the plight of Palestinians, rather than being entirely complicit with it.  The 

script’s expository sequence excises Harris’s references to U.S. military support of Israel 

as a central motive of Al Fatah’s plan to attack America, replacing such political 

references with images portraying Dahlia’s identification with Palestinian refugees: 

CLOSE SHOT – DAHLIA – INT. MERCEDES IN MOTION 

[…] we SEE views of the Palestinian refugee neighborhood through 

which she is passing.89  

 Lehman’s revised drafts were still too long for a taut and high-speed thriller.  The 

script’s third draft of July 20 was timed by Lindsley Parsons, Jr. at 3 hours 47 minutes,90 

and Lehman’s usual script timer, Nagene Searle provided a “processed screenplay” 

analysis, which timed the film at 2 hours and 51 minutes.91  Yet another draft of August 

17 was cut down to 165 pages.92  All the while, Frankenheimer was becoming anxious, 

because producer Evans kept promising that the script would be coming, but seeing as 

the film was to portray a blimp crashing into the Super Bowl, Frankenheimer had to 

begin shooting by early February.  Two critical shoots, one on November 23 at the 
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Orange Bowl with Miami Dolphins and Baltimore Colts, and another, the Super Bowl 

shoot itself, which was slated for January 1976, were fast approaching.93   

 Therefore, Kenneth Ross, an English writer who had penned the script for 

Zinnemann’s 1972 film, The Day of the Jackal, was assigned to compress the novel.  

Ross, producer Robert Rosen, Evans and Frankenheimer went over the structure and 

after three weeks of working with three teams of writers to develop the script, Ross had a 

budgetable screenplay in late August, tightened to dense 101 pages.94  Ross’s first draft 

radically altered the expository sequence of the film.   

 In essence, Ross recreated the documentary flavor of The Day of the Jackal, 

which employed television newscast-type imagery combined with voice-over narration 

typical of radio news reports.95  Likewise, Ross’s first draft for Black Sunday opens with 

in a documentary fashion with 16mm film footage of an Orientalist “the minaret of a 

mosque against a starless sky,” and a voice-over, which refers to a series of terrorist 

incidents: the 1972 Olympics, Hafez Najeer as the squad leader, the execution of arriving 

and departing U.S diplomats and Belgian charge d’affaires at the Saudi embassy in 

Khartoum on March 1, 1973, and finally the Israeli reprisals on Beirut on April 10, 1973, 

which “killed seventeen Black September terrorists including three high ranking 

officers.”96  Following this faux-newscast sequence, the script describes: 

CLOSE UP: faded, peeling poster of a beaming, confident Yasir Arafat 

amid a display of Arab movie bills on a sloppily white washed wall of a 

poor dwelling.97 

The voice-over continues: “The terrorist leader, Yasir Arafat, at a news conference in 

Beirut, bitterly accused the United States of aiding the [1973 Israeli] attack. He promised 

revenge.”98  Ross’s voice-over then goes on to mix half-facts and utter fiction, by tying 

Dahlia’s fictional plot to Arafat’s historical proclamation of revenge.   
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 Ross next turned in two more drafts within a month, one on November 5, 1976 at 

148 pages, and the second on December 1 at 121 pages. The November 5 revision drops 

the “news” voice-over of the previous draft, beginning instead with a standard non-

diegetic voice-over relating Dahlia and her plot.  Yet, the new draft had a more overt 

Orientalist portrayal, steeped in stereotypical “Ayrabland”99 mise-en-scène with shifty-

eyed Arabs.  The Israel paratroopers, Kabakov and Moshevsky, who have unlawfully 

invaded Lebanon to storm the Al Fatah hideout, are also introduced: 

INT./EXT. MERCEDES IN NARROW STREET, BEIRUT 

Dahlia looks out from the back seat as the Mercedes threads its way past 

shops and houses markedly Oriental in style. 

EXT. NARROW STREET, BEIRUT 

Arabs in traditional dress push donkeys laden with produce aside to 

make way for the Mercedes. 

EXT. BUS STOP IN MOSLEM DISTRICT, BEIRUT 

[…] Kabakov and Moshevsky get off. They walk down an alley 

crammed with bazaars and exotic foodstalls. 

INT./EXT. ORIENTAL JEWELRY SHOP 

A jeweler is showing a piece of jade to a tourist couple.  He looks out of 

the corner of his eye as Kabakov and Moshevsky enter.  They walk 

through the shop and exit behind beaded curtain at the back. 

EXT. VILLA, MOSLEM DISTRICT, BEIRUT 

The Mercedes approaches the villa along a dark market street aglow 

with oil lamps from food stalls and shops. It slows down on reaching the 

front gates of the villa.100  

In Ross’s revision of December 1, there is much the same Orientalist stroke, but 

without any of the initial voice-overs of previous drafts: 

EXT. MARTYRS SQUARE, BEIRUT 

The taxicab pulls up at a pavement café, and the Arab woman gets out.  

She crosses the marketplace, and passes through the crowded souk… 
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INT/EXT MERCEDES IN NARROW STREET, BEIRUT 

The Arab woman looks out the back seat as the Mercedes threads its 

way past shops and houses markedly Oriental in style. Arabs in 

traditional dress push donkeys aside to make way for the Mercedes. 

EXT. VILLA, MOSLEM DISTRICT, BEIRUT 

The Mercedes approaches the villa along a dark market street aglow 

with oil lamps from food stalls and shops. It slows down on reaching the 

front gates of the villa.101  

Yet, even after Ross’s several revisions, the producers felt that the script still needed a 

second act.102  Barry Diller suggested that the script still had “no opening thrust,” that 

“attempts to make [Kabakov] work are poor,” and that the “flair of dialogue and scenes 

is missing.”103  Ross was exhausted from working 20 hours days under overwhelming 

pressure, so Paramount sought a more literary type to clean up the script and add some 

new dialogue.104  Frankenheimer called on Ivan Moffat, who had worked with director 

George Stevens as associate producer on such films as Shane (1953) and A Place in the 

Sun (1951); Frankenheimer himself had previously worked with Moffat on the script of 

Tender is the Night (1955).105  Moffat rewrote some of the dramatic scenes for Black 

Sunday and introduced several new characters in two subsequent revisions of January 15, 

and March 22, 1976.106  To provide a flavor of Moffat’s derogatory view of the Middle 

East, one need only consider his first final draft, which succinctly describes elegant 

Beirut as, “Chickens, goats and dust.” The Writers Guild (WGA) arbitration committee, 

after considering all the material submitted, decided the writing credits should be given 

to all three writers.107  
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Throughout the various script drafts, in contrast to the monstrous and 

stereotypical images of Palestinians and the Middle East, Israeli forces are largely 

presented as a corrective to the emasculated U.S. institutions of the Pentagon, State 

Department, CIA and FBI in the wake of Vietnam and Watergate.  Israeli 

counterterrorism experts are unleashed within U.S. borders as stray dogs perpetrating 

illegal searches and torture, and totally exculpable (given the derisible censure of U.S. 

officials) for violations of privacy and due process.  True to the thematic exploitation of 

semi-fascist procedures in special cases of “terror” portrayed in films such as Dirty 

Harry (1971), bureaucratic red tape and Miranda rights are suggested to constrict the 

effectiveness of U.S. policing and surveillance.  Therefore, while both Harris’s novel and 

various script drafts of Black Sunday fall in line with a tendency of Hollywood films of 

the 1970s to interrogate state and corporate conspiracy, question the ability to control and 

understand reality, explore the failure of the existential impulse of the 1940s through the 

1960s and the futility of contemporary war,108 the novel and screenplay also seem to 

suggest a necessary panacea to U.S. vulnerability through the overidentification and 

ideological alliance with the preemptive prowess of Israeli covert action and 

counterterrorism.109  

Similarly, Ross’s script revisions began to introduce a convention of using Arabic 

dialogue with English subtitles, which remains in subsequent script revisions (nowhere is 

there spoken Hebrew dialogue with English subtitles).  As Porton and Shohat propose, 

such a dialogue convention in Western film generally renders Arabic as an 

indecipherable murmur, while the “real” language is usually Western (such as French in 

Pepe le Moko or English in Casablanca).110  In other words, whereas Arabic with 

English subtitles creates an unequal and artificial dichotomy, the English spoken not only 

by Americans, but also by Israelis in Black Sunday amounts to “an ideological 

homogeneity in which Israel and the west become practically indivisible.”111 
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Preproduction of Black Sunday 

The dominant role that the global disaster film market played in the Black 

Sunday’s conception is highlighted in Paramount story department suggestions during 

the writing of the screenplay and preproduction planning of 1975.  Initial suggestions for 

Black Sunday’s film crew were a virtual roster of disaster film artisans.112  It was 

recommended that Boris Leven (Invaders from Mars) be hired immediately as art 

director, and Nikita Knatz (The Towering Inferno) as continuity artist.  While Walter 

Tyler (Midway) ended out doing art direction, Knatz served as production illustrator.  

Likewise, Al Witlock, then at Universal, was considered for special effects because of 

the comparable work he had done on Earthquake (1974), Two-Minute Warning (1976), 

and especially, his Academy Special Achievement Award film about another dirigible, 

Hindenburg (1975). Eventually, another artisan of the disaster film, Logan Frazee (The 

Towering Inferno) ended up creating special effects for Black Sunday.  

Casting would also be in accordance with the global blockbuster, using 

internationally acclaimed stars with box office attraction.  Although French actor Alain 

Delon was an early suggestion for the Israeli agent Kabakov, and soon after Emmy 

Award winning star Michael Moriarty,113 the English actor Robert Shaw – just having 

made big waves in Jaws – was the unanimous choice and first actor hired for the film.  

After years of supporting roles, suddenly at 50, Shaw was the new hot property among 

leading male stars.114 Evans preferred Shaw for the Israeli commando Kabakov because, 

“Israelis speak with English accents,” and soon got with the actor through his agent John 

Gaines of the Agency for the Performing Arts (APA).115  The role of counterterrorist was 

apt for Shaw, who related the Israeli conflict to the war with the IRA in his native Great 

Britain and discussed IRA bombings in Belfast and London with outrage while on set: 

“…if Northern Island [sic] falls to the IRA it will want to rule all of Ireland and a bloody 

civil war would follow lasting many years.”116  Shaw was convinced that, “the state of 
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Israel must survive,” and there was, “a big difference between Israeli patriotism that 

wishes to preserve the State and terrorism that plots the dropping of bombs in other 

countries.”117 

Early suggestions for Vietnam P.O.W. Michael Lander included James Caan, 

Gene Hackman, Jack Nicholson, Warren Beatty, Al Pacino, Richard Dreyfus and Ron 

Ely.118  One Paramount executive even suggested football star Joe Namath for the role.119  

While Lehman was writing the script, Evans encouraged him to write the role of Lander 

so that it would be appealing to major stars and Evans showed various drafts of the script 

to Dustin Hoffman for input.120  Frankenheimer felt that due to the antiheroic and 

psychotic nature of Lander, it would be “suicide” to cast a typically heroic male lead.  

Despite immense opposition, Frankenheimer was resigned to cast Bruce Dern, an actor 

with considerable faculty for portraying eccentric, neurotic types.121   

However, Dern was rather opposed to playing a terrorist because he was a runner 

who had once tried out for the Olympics in 1956 and sympathized with the Israeli 

athletes killed at the Munich Olympics of 1972.122  Dern also held out because he was 

tired of being type-cast as psychotics and feared that the part would forever entrench him 

into such roles.  Evans and Frankenheimer pointed out that the character was not one-

dimensional; Lander was not just a psychotic, but emotionally complex.  Dern finally 

agreed to play the part three weeks before shooting, but demanded changes to the 

screenplay: the character would not shove his cat down a garbage disposal: “Out! That 

goes.”123  In addition, Dern objected to a scene taken from the novel, in which Lander 

gives his ex-wife and her new boyfriend two tickets to the Super Bowl.  Frankenheimer 

eventually removed these scenes. 
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Dern was hoping that Black Sunday would be such a box-office smash as to help 

him to break out of his usual psycho cast-type.124  The role of Michael Lander was by far 

the most demanding Dern had ever played.  In order to prepare for the role, Dern not 

only interviewed POW’s, but also his cousin, who was married to William F. Dean, the 

first high-ranking captive in Vietnam.125  Dern also researched the behavioral aspects of 

the relationship between women and the returning POWs.  Dern was destined for another 

Vietnam veteran role; in the following year, he would play a disturbed Vietnam veteran 

in Coming Home (1978), for which he would receive an Academy nomination for Best 

Actor in a Supporting Role. 

Dahlia, the Al Fatah femme fatale, was the most difficult part to cast.  

Frankenheimer felt that he could not just, “put Faye Dunaway or Jane Fonda […] in a 

wig and make-up and have them believable as an Arab terrorist.”126  Dahlia would have 

to be played by a less well-known actress. In September 1975, actress Maria Schneider 

(Last Tango in Paris) was studying Arabic in preparation to play the role.127  However, 

Evans finally suggested Swiss actress Marthe Keller, who was just finishing her work as 

a double agent in his other production, Marathon Man.  She had studied acting at the 

Stanislavsky school in Munich for three years before joining the Schiller theater group in 

Berlin for two years.  After working with Claude Lelouch in France, where she first met 

Frankenheimer, she moved to New York.  Although usually cast as the “Sunshine Girl” 

in European productions, since working in the U.S., Keller had been playing more tragic 

and sinister roles.  And although she had been speaking English for only three months, 

Frankenheimer favored the idea of having a German actress for the role because her 

foreign accent reminded him of an article he had read, in which it was reported that the 

Black September faction had been collecting a number of recruits in Germany.128 

Keller also initially bulked at taking the role; she hated guns and violence.129  In 

addition, being of Jewish decent and identifying more closely to the Israelis than the 

Palestinians, Keller felt that Dahlia was hideous and could not find any sympathy for the 
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character.  However, she decided to take the part, as she explained, after taking her six-

year-old son to see Snow White and the hearing the boy exclaim, “Mommy I like the bad 

lady.  I really don’t like Snow White too much.”130 Keller dismissed the criticism that she 

looked too healthy for the part of a dispirited Palestinian: “…those Palestinian girls do 

look healthy and beautiful. They looked like California surfers when I saw them.”131 

As for preproduction planning, this would be Frankenheimer’s most difficult 

production and consume six months; it would then be a year and a half to arrive at final 

editing.132  The novel was immensely successful, but shooting it would prove to be a 

difficult task, due to the broad expanse of settings and a labyrinth of permissions from 

the NFL to Goodyear.  Frankenheimer wanted to avoid simply using miniatures or stock 

footage of a football game and editing it into the film, because he believed that 

subconsciously, the moviegoer would recognize the difference.133   

Initially, Frankenheimer scouted New Orleans for locations in June 1975 and 

wanted to shoot the Super Bowl sequence in Louisiana, where the novel situates the 

story.  When the state of Louisiana learned that Paramount planned to shoot parts of the 

story portraying Lander’s home in Lakehurst N.J., Louisiana film industry commission 

director Nick Pollacia went so far as to fly to New Jersey to find out whether 

neighborhoods there looked like Louisiana towns that could be substituted.  Louisiana 

submitted the idea that the film be completely shot within the state.134  Yet, there were 

difficulties with shooting in Louisiana, especially concerning the stadium for the attack, 

because the New Orleans Super Dome was yet to be opened in August of that year and 

was not open air, as required for the descent of the blimp; Tulane stadium, the site of the 

1975 Super Bowl, was not being used for athletics anymore.  One suggested possibility 

was the Louisiana State University Stadium in Baton Rouge.   
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At one point Galveston, Texas was also considered,135 but as of late July 1975, 

the producers had shifted their interests to Miami as a shooting location.  Line producer 

Robert Rosen and Miami filmmaker Stanley Colbert met with the mayor of Miami, 

Maurice Ferre, to negotiate for production of the film in Florida.136  They were still 

searching for a football stadium near an ocean and the Orange Bowl in Miami seemed to 

suit their purposes.  It was fortuitous that the 1976 Super Bowl was to take place at the 

Orange Bowl, which also happened to be an open air stadium.  In addition, there was a 

larger pool of film professionals in Florida than in Louisiana.137  Florida tended to be 

selected over Louisiana for location shooting because of its variety of settings and 

cooperation and financial assistance from state and local government; whereas the total 

location production in Louisiana in 1977 was valued at $30,330,000, Florida expected 

$100,000,000 in film production.138
 

As one is accustomed to find in the bipolar world that is Hollywood, up to six 

weeks before principal photography was to begin, Paramount was giving no firm 

commitment to producing the film and threatened to pull the plug if Evans and 

Frankenheimer could not bring in the film at $7.5 million.139  Meanwhile, Rosen had 

been in Florida for several weeks in November, dining with NFL officials, trying to 

figure out how to shoot the film within the budget constraints and finding himself in a 

series of crisis meetings every single day.140  Although supported by Miami mayor Ferre, 

Rosen ran into obstacles in securing permits to film crowd scenes, the Orange Bowl 

stadium and bay causeways, because city commissioners feared that audiences, “might 

get ideas.”141   

                                                 
135 Lehman, E. (1975, June 30). Black Sunday. Unpublished screenplay. Story Dept. Suggestions in Diller’s 
Copy, AMPAS-SCR. 
136 Arab terror plot at the Orange Bowl? (1975, July 30th). Variety.  
137 Huddy, Black Sunday: Battle in the Bowl. 
138 Florida beats out Georgia and Louisiana for film locations. (1977, June 8). Variety; 13 films shooting in 
Louisiana with $29-mil budget; state helps. (1977, May 18). Variety. 
139 Williams, Christian. (1982, March 3). The movie money: the states’ new tricks to bring in filmmakers. 
Washington Post, p. D1; Elsewhere Frankenheimer claims the budget to have been $8.9 million: 
Appelbaum, The fourth commitment. 
140 Cosford, Bill. (1975, November 19). Miami. Variety. Drew, John Frankenheimer: his fall and rise. 
141 Maeder, Jay. (1984, September 30). Oomp! ook! welcome to the set of ‘Porky’s.’ Miami Herald; 
Arnold, John. (1986, August 8). Such a big production. Miami Herald; Horn, Laurie. (1985, March 8). It 
may not be a movie boom, but business isn’t bad. Miami Herald. 



 

117 
 

In one heated city commission meeting, Commissioner Manolo Reboso predicted 

that the film would spawn a wave of bombings by Cuban expatriate terrorists.142  Reboso 

was referencing the recent surge of Cuban exile formations in Miami; the anti-Castro 

“Coordination of United Revolutionary Organizations” would be responsible for no less 

than 17 acts of political violence in 1976 (three of which took place in the U.S.), and was 

eventually responsible for bombing of Cubana Airlines flight 455 on October 6, 1976, in 

which the perpetrators disguised plastic explosives in Colgate toothpaste and exploded a 

plane in midair, killing 73 passengers, many of them teenagers.143  Rosen countered, 

“But our film will serve as a deterrent to these senseless acts.”144  Rosen explained that 

good triumphs over evil, and that in real life, a blimp would hardly be unable to carry out 

such an attack.   

To Rosen’s credit, such a Palestinian attack on the whole was highly unlikely, as 

the majority of recent Palestinian attacks in that period had been directed against Arab 

targets and in only one case was the U.S. a direct target of Fedayeen attacks; by the 

CIA’s own estimate, no Palestinian attacks had occurred within the United States 

territory in 1976.145  Indeed, while U.S. texts of terror have often intimated that the Arab 

would be a source of bombing – nuclear, chemical and biological – it has in fact been 

western states that monopolize the use of such weapons.  In the spring 1977, just before 

the release of Black Sunday, it became public knowledge that the U.S. armed forces had 

secretly perpetrated germ warfare 239 times on unwitting U.S. civilians over the years 

and now intended to renew such “tests.”146 

Nonetheless, the city commissioners stared impassively at the filmmakers and 

then placed the matter in the hands of city manager Paul Andrews, who eventually 
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agreed to help, but not until Rosen threatened that he would move the production to a 

more cooperative locale.  Howard Neu of the North Miami Mayor’s Economic Task 

Force went before the Metro Commission to support the film, and Philip Hamersmith, 

aide to Miami mayor Ferre, helped to cut through much of the red tape.147  Rosen 

explained the upshot: “For all the apprehensions and misunderstandings, once we settled 

here and got to know the people the cooperation has been fantastic.”148  However, 

relationship with Miami was never pleasant, nor uncomplicated.149 

In addition to negotiations with the city of Miami, the filmmakers had to set up a 

succession of unprecedented agreements with the Miami Dolphins, Super Bowl, NFL 

and Goodyear Tire & Rubber.150  Rosen’s and Frankenheimer’s past contacts were 

instrumental in making it happen.  Rosen and Frankenheimer met with Joe Robbie, 

president of the Miami Dolphins, seeking permission to shoot the team at regular season 

games.  Robbie allowed the filmmakers to shoot in the Orange Bowl, free of charge,151 

and helped to acquire the co-operation of the National Football League to film the Super 

Bowl.  Although NFL officials refused cooperation to the producers of Two-Minute 

Warning (1976), Universal Pictures’ rival feature about a sniper at a football game, they 

decided to work with Paramount on Black Sunday through a commitment made by NFL 

Films, because, oddly enough, they felt that picture fit in a different category than Two-

Minute Warning: in the case of Black Sunday, “the Super Bowl game was incidental to 

the plot,”152 and as Two-Minute Warning producer Edward Feldman put it, “their picture 

is fantasy but ours is too real.”153  Nat Moore, a Dolphin wide receiver, was recruited as 

NFL technical adviser for the film, working with the filmmakers on football scenes and 

recruiting fellow players to appear as Dallas Cowboys and Pittsburgh Steelers for shoots.  

 Obtaining cooperation from Goodyear proved to be more difficult.  The 

filmmakers needed to acquire a blimp for the film, but Goodyear was the only company 
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that owned four out of the five existing blimps in world;154 the fifth was owned by a 

former Luftwaffe pilot in Germany, but would have been unfeasible to transport to the 

U.S.155  Although Frankenheimer had a favorable relationship with Goodyear’s public 

relations department dating back to the company’s technical assistance and tire tie-ins on 

a previous MGM film, Grand Prix (Frankenheimer, 1966), vice president of public 

relations for Goodyear, Robert Lane, was initially incredulous: “Are you guys really 

trying to tell me that we should give you this blimp, knowing that it’s going to carry a 

bomb into the stadium? What kind of image is that for us?”156 Goodyear would rather 

pass on this tie-in “opportunity.”  Moreover, Goodyear would offer to pay Paramount $4 

to $5 million dollars more than the cost of the book not to make the film.157 

However, Frankenheimer and Rosen would go to Akron, Ohio to meet with Lane; 

they would need some angle to sell him on the idea.  Rosen suggested to Lane that 

regardless of whose blimp appeared in the film, audiences would assume it was a 

Goodyear blimp.158  Furthermore, promises were made that the blimp would be painted 

and backlit so as to disguise the Goodyear logo.  Eventually, Goodyear permitted the use 

of three blimps for six weeks at $117,000: one in Florida, one in Texas, and one in 

California.159  The Mayflower blimp located at the Watson Island Base, Miami was 

available for ten days,160 while the smaller Columbia blimp at the Goodyear base in 

Carson, California would be available another a month and a half in the spring of 1976 

for shooting the scenes in which Dern and Keller murder Goodyear crewmen and hijack 

the blimp.161 

The filmmakers agreed to script approvals and assured provisions:  it was to be 

crystal clear that Goodyear had tight security on their blimps, any final explosion of the 
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blimp would not emerge from the Goodyear logo, and the blimp would not involved in 

gratuitous violence – no sports fan would be chopped up in its propellers.  A line was 

introduced into the script: “Blimps have the tightest security in the world.”  In addition, 

the picture had to make it clear that the pilot in the film did not work for Goodyear; in 

order to meet the provision, the filmmakers created a freelance consortium of Goodyear 

and former Navy pilots, thus removing Goodyear’s name from the project, and employed 

chief Goodyear pilot Nick Nicolary, who would serve as technical adviser on film’s 

airborne action sequences, train Bruce Dern to perform role of a pilot, and appear in the 

movie as Dern’s co-pilot.162   

Shooting Black Sunday 

With the most imperative permissions in place, a production schedule was put 

into execution in December of 1975.  The initial photography covering chase scenes and 

the terrorist finale of the film would take place in Miami, then the crew would move on 

to Los Angeles for interiors and sound stage production, Washington, D.C. for capitol 

building footage, Long Beach for waterfront shoots, and wind up wrapping in May in 

Tangiers, Morocco, as a stand-in for the film’s opening shots set in Lebanon.163  Given 

that the Super Bowl in Miami was promptly approaching in January 1976, the 

filmmakers were hedging their bets and would by no means be expecting to get all the 

necessary footage of a blimp attack at the Super Bowl game itself.  Besides, NFL 

officials were adamant that the filming not disrupt the championship game.164  Thus, 

before principle photography began on January 19, 1976, Frankenheimer arranged a 

second unit to shoot some of the most difficult takes during a regular season game 

between the Baltimore Colts and Miami Dolphins at the Orange Bowl.  

In the closing months of 1975, a paranormal gaze of Miami had been turned to 

the skies, what with numerous spectacles interpreted as UFO sightings, which were by 

and large dismissed by authorities as Air Force aerial experiments.  So it was not so 

extraordinary that on November 23, 1975 much attention was drawn to what appeared to 

be an errant dirigible being towed to shelter by cables attached to several helicopters.  
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Public relations for Goodyear corrected the account (without full explication) the 

following day, in stating that the blimp was practicing new maneuvers and that the 

helicopters carried photographers documenting its flight.165  Miamians were generally 

unaware that the Baltimore Colts and Miami Dolphins game of the next day would be the 

only one that would allow for Paramount to position cameras and equipment to shoot the 

blimp drawing near the stadium’s light towers, since the game was not being covered on 

national TV,166 and would allow for appropriate exposure, since the game started at 1 

p.m. EST.  Nor is it likely that the spectators knew they would be playing extras in a 

terrorist plot, along with some of the associated risks.167  Paramount editors back in Los 

Angeles would be very much impressed with the footage.168  On game day, the crew just 

managed to get the footage required for the end of the film, as winds had been at 25 

knots at dawn and the FAA would not allow a blimp to take off in wind over 23 knots.  

The blimp went up in 22 knots, when just five minutes later the gusts jumped to 24 

knots.169  As eight camera crews took footage from helicopters, in the stands and the 

ground of Goodyear’s Mayflower blimp simulating nose dive approaches at the end 

zone, a mere 25 yards from the light standard, spectators became alarmed.170   

Yet, that was the advantage of shooting in Miami:  In Hollywood, the Screen 

Extras Guild would require each extra to be paid daily, whereas Florida did not have an 

extras guild.171  Frankenheimer was known for his anti-union rants: “The unions are 

killing us in fringe benefits alone.”172  In Florida, Paramount could operate on a budget 

of $35,000 per day.173  Having shot some 48,000 feet of film at the Baltimore Colts and 

Miami Dolphins game with 61,986 free extras, the crew would continue production in 

Miami until February 7, 1976, with plans to shoot the Orange Bowl Parade, the Super 
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Bowl, Sorrento Hotel, and Miami Beach streets for chase scenes, in all cases using non-

paid, non-union extras and bystanders, and often covertly.174   

The 1976 Super Bowl would be the biggest yet – a frenzy involving 1600 media 

workers and garnering a Nielsen rating of 42.3 and 78 share, reaching 29,440,000 

households with an audience of 75 million viewers – in the 10 years of Super Bowl 

broadcasting.175  Miami put a great deal of energy into boosting Super Bowl weekend as 

“the greatest single event in the history of Miami tourism,” with the expectation of 

175,000 visitors to the city,176 including celebrities such as Paramount producer Robert 

Evans, Raquel Welch, Andy Williams, Ethel Kennedy, Joe DiMaggio, and O.J. 

Simpson.177  Central cast members of the film would appear at the game and be shot with 

the Super Bowl as the background.178  Although a pre-game report on Super Bowl shoot 

suggested that Frankenheimer would only be shooting “unpretentious crowd shots while 

the Dallas Cowboys and the Pittsburgh Steelers are playing the game,”179 the shoot was 

actually far more intricate, involving the complex planning for twelve cameras – on the 

sidelines, inside the corridors, from a crane, from the top of a truck and within and above 

the press box – and 30 technicians, actors and stuntmen.180   

Amidst the 80,187 spectators, Frankenheimer shot approximately 65,000 feet (12 

1/2 hours) of film at Super Bowl X on January 18, 1976.  In the upper stands, actor Frank 

Schuller, who played a secret service agent in the film, ran up and down the aisles 

instructing the crowd not to look back as the film was being shot.  The police blocked the 

aisle despite protests of those trying to reach their seats.181  Using his connections with 

CBS cameraman Johnny Lincoln, Frankenheimer was able to position motion picture 
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cameras on the field next to CBS cameras and create a canvas of realism consisting of 

Super Bowl crowds and athletes.182   

At one point during the shoot, Kabakov (Robert Shaw) and FBI Agent Sam 

Corley (Fritz Weaver) were to run down the sidelines, in search of any indications of a 

terrorist plot.  According to one account, security was briefed on the shoot, but two NFL 

officials were not, and consequently, tried to flag down the Shaw when they observed 

him on the field running around a goal post, scaling a fence, loosing his footing and 

falling to the ground.183  However, according to another account, the crew was awaiting 

NFL President Pete Roselle’s permission when the ball would be at the other end of the 

field, and having lingered into the second quarter of the game with no word from 

Roselle, they decided to just shoot with or without authorization.184  To be sure, 

Frankenheimer deliberately called the shot just after an interception had occurred, so that 

the ball would not be at the other end of the field, but rather near goal line and in the 

master shot.185  In any case, telephoto shots in the film’s finale show Shaw being 

accosted by officials and then dashing through them. 

Once shooting was completed at the Super Bowl, pickups of crowd scenes in 

wide shots would be shot at the Orange Bowl.  Frankenheimer would need the stadium 

filled with extras reacting to an approaching mock-up blimp, or at least few thousand at a 

time for tighter shots of the stands.186  Paramount would not allow the film’s budget to 

exceed $7.5 million, so Frankenheimer would have to cut the $2 million budgeted for the 

crowd scenes.187  Having seen a commercial for a United Way fund drive on television, 

the filmmakers proposed to United Way and the Florida Film Commission that in 

exchange for the directorial services of Frankenheimer and appearance of Robert Shaw 

in a 1976 United Way campaign film, United Way would use its resources and 

networking to draw 75,000 volunteers for three weeks’ shooting at the Orange Bowl.188  

Without the use of unpaid extras, especially for large shoots with as many as 17,000 fans, 
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it would have cost $1,090,210 in Hollywood.  In Florida, the price would run at 

$750,000.189 

Utilizing a blitz of radio, television and print ads, the filmmakers promised 

crowds entertainment of stuntmen on fire and leaping from a helicopter, a $5000 first 

prize, free color TVs, a trip to Hollywood and a screen test to those who would appear as 

extras.190  Announcements appeared in Miami Herald and Miami Times in the days 

approaching the shoots; Robert Shaw appeared on TV, beckoning viewers, “Come on out 

to the Orange Bowl and join me.”191  Crowds were also enticed by a “big chance to be in 

the movies” and the prospect of socializing with stars and professional athletes.192  

United Way soon received thousands of calls from groups and organizations willing to 

participate as extras for free and the charity advised volunteers where to report, how to 

dress, and to bring cushions and binoculars.  Paramount would provide free lunch for the 

crowd, and free parking, which in turn would facilitate in obtaining wide shots of a 

packed parking lot for the film.193 

During the last week of January (26-31) and the first of February (1-7), 

Frankenheimer’s crew shot panic scenes in the Orange Bowl.  In what was described as a 

“wild party atmosphere,” thousands of volunteers, nearly 100 paid extras, pro football 

players, over 25 stuntmen and special effects crew showed up at the stadium.194  In 

addition, casting coordinator Beverly McDermott sought out the Dolphin Dolls 

cheerleaders and the same bands that appeared in the Orange Bowl on Super Sunday.195  

The camera setups were to cover a three ton mock-up of the blimp’s gondola, supported 

by a 236 foot boom crane, raking the stands as athletes, officials, press corps and crowds 

fled through the aisles toward exits and ran around the field in mass confusion.   

To restage additional football scenes of the 1976 Super Bowl, Frankenheimer 

employed, for $1,250 a role, 42 members of the Miami Dolphins dressed as Pittsburgh 
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Steelers and Dallas Cowboys.196  The athletes quibbled over who would play whom.  

Before the Super Bowl, Frankenheimer had asked Miami quarterback Don Strock and 

receiver Nat Moore to portray the Steelers, Terry Bradshaw and Lynn Swann, but the 

two initially balked, convinced that Dallas would win the game.197  After the Steelers 

won the Super Bowl, Nat Moore wanted to play Lynn Swann because Swann made MVP 

and Moore claimed that he moved like Swann.198  Moore ended out playing Drew 

Pearson and Don Strock played Staubach, both in uniforms provided by the Dallas 

Cowboys.199  Diminutive placekicker Garo Yepremian wanted to be huge Mean Joe 

Greene. One Raiders defensive back, Neal Colzie, when asked to play the role of 

Steelers’ Mel Blount, refused to appear in the film in Pittsburgh Steelers uniform.200  

Larry Little was Rayfield Wright, Jim Mandich was Golden Richards, and Wayne Moore 

was Harvey Martin.201 On the morning of February 5, Dolphins owner Joe Robbie even 

appeared on set for a scene in which he plays an official, who explains to Shaw, 

“Canceling the Super Bowl is like canceling Christmas.”202 

The extras consisted of senior citizens, high school drama classes, housewives, 

movie buffs and football fans.203  Frankenheimer left the majority of the crowd shoots to 

his assistant director Jerry Zeismer,204 who worked the throng into frenzy with doomsday 

scenarios over a loudspeaker: 

 Now ladies and gentlemen were going to do it again […] the game is on 

the 20 yard line and the actor playing Roger Staubauch is completing a 

pass.  Now, those who were born in January and February, wave your 

arms when I start saying, “Blimp! Blimp! Blimp!” Look at the top light 

standard, the blimp is hitting the light standard, it is falling into the 

crowd, it is crushing people, it’s terrible, bodies, the horror […] Now 
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remember we can’t use any piece of film where there’s any laughter or 

smiling or looking at the camera or waving, because that’s not natural.  

We’re trying to pretend this is really happening.  Okay? Alright, roll the 

cameras.205 

Given such mass hysteria, in which the film crew taunted crowds to simulate riots, “This 

is a riot! No smiling and no laughing - just terror,”206 there was always danger of serious 

injury.  Zeismer warned the extras to act “always with safety in mind,” because the 

studio could be sued if someone were to get injured.207  Miami Fire Rescue Lt. Ray 

Mears, hired by Paramount for safety provision, claimed that studio had bent over 

backward in recommending safety during the filming and that announcements were made 

over the P.A. system that all those under 16 and over 50 should not to take part in the riot 

scenes.208  Rosen claimed that Paramount, “…tried to take every precaution.”209  Police, 

rescue squads, and Paramount first aid were on the spot to minimize the chance of injury.  

Nonetheless, once the riot broke out, it turned real and did not stop, as people shoved and 

stepped on one another.  One woman was observed walking toward an exit, and 

recommending to a companion, “Come on. Let’s get out of here. They’re all crazy 

here.”210   

 For the more dangerous parts, in which fans were crushed or trampled upon, 

Frankenheimer hired professionals, but local extras were nonetheless extensively 

involved in riot scenes.211  Furthermore, on some days, out of the 800 extras on the set, 

nearly 150 were elderly.212  Despite Frankenheimer’s dismissal that, “there were some 

minor injuries,”213 on the several days that Zeismer directed the riot scenes, injuries were 

actually quite worse:  as the crowds ran and pushed each other, some fell down on the 

cement walkway and others were trampled upon.  A 70 year old woman suffered a 

severely fractured hip; she underwent operation at South Miami Hospital, where a 
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stainless steel plate was inserted in her hip joint and she would be in convalescence for 

four months.214  Another woman sustained a badly sprained ankle.  A 15 year old girl 

was treated and released at Parkway General Hospital for a bruised leg.  Another 16 year 

old girl screamed out for help, but the crowd just walked over her, since they cared more 

about competing for the most conspicuous position to be caught on camera.215  A police 

officer collapsed and was stamped on.  Still others were treated by paramedics for panic 

attacks, scrapes and bruises.   

 Not one of these extras was paid, excepting a lunch of two hot dogs in exchange 

for eight hours of labor; waivers of accident liability were neither issued nor signed.216  

And while actual shrieks of pain from real injuries issued forth from the aisles, the film 

crew continued to shoot, marveling at the “realism” and “talent” of the extras.  Assistant 

Director Sonny Persons could be heard exclaiming, “Terrific! Fantastic! Those people 

really know how to act.”  Cinematographer Harry Walsh exclaimed, “Dynamite! It was 

just dynamite!”217 The injuries at the Black Sunday shoots in the Orange Bowl attracted 

some coverage in local newspapers, such as Miami Herald and Miami Times, but most 

stories seemed to hold the extras responsible for overzealousness and overlooked the 

central forces at work: it was in the striving for the filmic realism of “terror” that the 

filmmakers and Paramount Studios created such an atmosphere in the first place.   

 As Charles Tashiro has suggested, such accidents that commonly occur in the 

process of film production are ultimately the result of a profit-seeking corporation, which 

wants distinguish its product from that of its competitors in the form of extraordinary 

spectacle coupled with an ideological investment in the “realistic” image: 

[…] If the script of The Twilight Zone requires scenes of war, then, to a 

certain extent, the conditions of war will have to be reproduced on the 

set.  If the script further describes an outdoor battle, then those 

conditions must be staged outdoors, probably on location.  Once outside 

the controlled environment of a studio, physical hazards increase with 

the unpredictability of wayward environmental conditions.  On location, 
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the crew photographing the scene is directed by someone who has been 

encouraged to believe he should create the most spectacular images his 

imagination and budget will allow.218 

Tashiro is referring to the tragic deaths of actors in the shooting of The Twilight Zone 

Movie (1983), but his production model of Hollywood spectacle and “realism,” and the 

attendant hazards of such industrial expressivity, is no less applicable to the production 

of other action films such as Black Sunday. 

 Indeed, Frankenheimer’s visual inspiration for Black Sunday was the epitome of 

aesthetic “realism”: a cinema verite, “6 o’clock news feeling.”219  During preproduction, 

Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers (1966), a film acclaimed for its appearance of 

being constructed of real newsreel footage, captivated Evans’s and Frankenheimer’s 

imagination.220  Upon first viewing, Frankenheimer and Rosen thought Battle of Algiers 

was a collection of real life newsreel footage, but later they learned that each shot was a 

reenactment.  Frankenheimer wanted Black Sunday to look like a found film created by 

an obscure filmmaker and ran Battle of Algiers for his crew eight times as a prototype.221  

Everything was to look unstaged and nothing was to be done to accommodate the 

cameras.222  To achieve this effect, shaky hand-held camera operation and telephoto 

lensing would be employed.  For other scenes, shots would be taken on location with the 

hidden cameras.  Unlike Battle of Algiers, which was shot in black and white, 

Frankenheimer would shoot his film in color - “The color of Super Bowl week.”223   

 The emulation of Pontecorvo’s style in Black Sunday can be seen most clearly in 

the chase scenes in streets of Miami.  After the crew scouted Miami Beach and found an 

area where a large number of elderly Jewish people lived in hotels and sat outside in 

chairs, Frankenheimer decided to add a scene to the film, in which Israeli commando 

Kabakov pursues Black September leader, Faisil (Bekim Fehmiu), who has taken a 
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young girl hostage.224  Frankenheimer thought it would exciting to include a chase 

sequence, drawing the idea from the chase scene through the streets that he had earlier 

shot for French Connection II (1975), in which agents and Faisil would run by the Hotel 

Sorrento and other hotels on lower Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive with the elderly 

Jewish people observing in the background.225 

In order to get the documentary look of Battle of Algiers for his chase sequence, 

Frankenheimer hid cameras in boxes, phone booths, garbage cans, portable toilets, 

flowerpots, hotel windows and parked cars.226  All of this would be abrupt and leave the 

Miami bystanders little time to realize what was happening or to react to it.  The only 

notice Frankenheimer provided to locals was a loudspeaker announcement that they were 

filming a scene and that there would be gunfire sounds.227  To further distract crowds 

from the crew’s activity, Frankenheimer had a secondary fake camera crew shooting a 

few blocks away.228  To further enhance the spontaneity of the chase sequence, most of 

the action would have to be captured in one take, and then filled in with close-ups 

later.229  Thus, actors were walked through the sequence by an assistant director in 

several rehearsals, while Frankenheimer passed on instructions via a walkie-talkie, and 

then the scene would be filmed all at once.  The crew shot this material for two days, and 

then they shot other material with Bekim Fehmiu on Miami Beach for approximately 

four days.230  

Although in one interview Frankenheimer asserted that the Miami street shoots 

were carefully preplanned,231 when asked in an interview about the presence of Israeli 

youths singing the Israeli national anthem in one shot, and if he had dubbed the anthem 

in for ironic contrast, Frankenheimer replied, “I didn’t put it in. […]  None of that stuff 

was planned.  We improvised. […] I looked out of the corner of my eye, and saw this 
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group singing there, and I said to the actor, ‘just run right through there.’”232 Apparently, 

both Bekim Fehmiu and cinematographer balked at including the singing Israeli youths, 

but Frankenheimer bullied them into filming the chase right through the group.233  Later 

in post, Frankenheimer would dub in screams, so that it appears that the Israeli youths are 

mortified by the menacing Palestinian, Faisil.  Whether or not the appearance was 

planned, Frankenheimer did choose to include it in the completed film and its presence 

further connotes the general image of Israel as the innocent child terrorized by the 

Palestinian aggressor. 

 Afterward, Frankenheimer saw televised news coverage of recent terrorism in 

Washington, and mused: 

I was impressed by how much it looked like the Faisil shootout in Black 

Sunday.  It was shot exactly the same way.  Thank God, because I knew 

that’s the way they would do it, put long lenses on the camera that jiggle 

just a bit.  That’s exactly the way we shot the Faisil shootout and that’s 

exactly what happens when they really have to shoot one.234 

Yet, the choice to emulate Battle of Algiers was an odd one, for Battle of Algiers is 

widely appreciated as a balanced film on the Algerian Revolution, which sympathizes 

with the death of innocents on both the French and Algerian sides, and in the words of 

Pontecorvo, “show[s] this unstoppable process of liberation, not only in Algeria, but 

throughout the entire world.”235  Black Sunday, on the other hand, is not a film that 

serves the interests of liberation in the third world, nor did its creators even see the film 

as having any political commitment.  Black Sunday was supposed to be merely apolitical 

entertainment, with thrills and special effects, however discursively it serves in the 

interests of Israel and the U.S. military support in the repression of Palestinians and those 

who struggle for their liberation.  Another incongruous choice of emulation for Black 

Sunday was revolutionary filmmaker Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925). 

 Having wrapped up 10 weeks on location in Miami, the crew returned to Los 

Angeles, where Frankenheimer could have more control on the sound stages, shoot 
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special effects sequences and cut some of the exorbitant costs of location filming.236  

While in Miami, art director Walter Tyler had been responsible for getting aerial plates, 

shots of police helicopters, and the blimp, which later could be incorporated into a 

myriad a composite shot technologies (rear screen projection, front screen projection, 

blue screen) on the Stage 14 at Paramount Studios.237  A 60 foot front projection screen 

would receive an image of the approaching blimp over a mini-section of stands populated 

with spectators, while mechanical special effects experts tripped the light standard with 

electrical sparks and falling debris, to create the illusion of the blimp striking the light 

standard above the fans.  An inverse composite effect would use the front projection 

screen to hold a background plate of a Miami Stadium crowd fleeing in panic, while in 

the foreground, a blimp mockup would move “toward” them.238  

 In addition, the front projection screen would hold projected plates of Miami 

Stadium from the air, with Shaw in the foreground on top of a 30 foot blimp mockup, to 

portray the climax when Kabakov saves the day by affixing a cargo hook to the blimp 

and dragging it out of the stadium.239 For the mockups of a 50 foot blimp nose section, 

the cabin of the blimp and the helicopters, Paramount special effects sought to heighten 

the “realism” by using secondary projectors to flash reflections of the stadium and the 

crowd onto the windows of the mockups.  Finally, the crew moved to Paramount Stage 2 

to shoot miniatures of a 6 foot long duplicate of the blimp descending upon a front 

projection plate of the stadium.240 

As is characteristic of productions portraying the Middle East in the Hollywood 

cinema, scenes of Middle East regions in Black Sunday are actually shot in different 

locations than purported in the film.  Although an opening subtitle of Black Sunday 

reads, “BEIRUT: NOVEMBER 12,” all scenes were in fact shot in Tangiers, Morocco 

and Calabasas Hills, California.  Paramount’s choice in locations was prompted by the 

Lebanese Civil War that had been raging since the spring of 1975.  The 19 month civil 

war on one level represented the conflict between Phalange Christians and the leftist 
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Lebanese National Movement, but on another level embodied a proxy war of Israel 

against the P.L.O.  While the violent clashes evidenced Christians and Muslims in 

reciprocal acts of vengeance, it also saw indiscriminate Israeli bombing raids on 

Palestinian refugee camps, employing shells, cluster and incendiary bombs, phosphorus 

and napalm supplied by the U.S.241  The Lebanese comprehended such attacks as an 

attempt by Israel to pit Christians against Muslims so as to disintegrate political unity in 

Lebanon.242  Many U.S. citizens left Lebanon for neighboring countries, such as Syria, 

Egypt, and Greece.243   

Beirut had up to that time been the Middle East base for Hollywood because the 

city had the heaviest air traffic to Europe for fast travel of prints, the best 

telecommunications of any near eastern country, and was equipped to subtitle films.  As 

Beirut came to the brink of total collapse in the summer of 1976, CIC (distributor of 

Universal, Paramount and MGM), United Artists, Warner Brothers, and 90 percent of 

independent distributors left Beirut for Cairo.244  Lebanese actors and filmmakers fled to 

Syria.245  Only news correspondents remained to venture rough roads, land mines, 

checkpoints and political and religious screening to transport network news film to 

Amman, Jordan.246  Nearly a dozen editors, reporters, correspondents and photographers 

were killed due to random shelling, sniping, unfavorable press connections and political 

leanings.247  Many news correspondents would have favored embedded assignments in 

Vietnam combat.248   

Cinematographer of Black Sunday, John Alonzo, was a bit nervous when he 

discovered that one of the locations called for in the script was “Beirut, Lebanon,” but 

soon learned that the crew was definitely not shooting there.249  When Paramount was 

looking for a double for the Beirut scenes, Frankenheimer suggested Tangiers, because 
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he had shot a film called The Impossible Object (1973) there several years before.250  

Thus, Morocco would stand in for war-torn Lebanon.  To its benefit, Morocco had 

studios in Casablanca, and Rabat, a smaller facility in Marrakech, and lab facilities in 

Tangiers.251  Morocco had long been a chiefly agricultural country, but was soon to 

slated to be a mecca for runaway production with ambitious plans projected for the next 

ten years, including a $100 million location film complex at Marrakesh in Moroccan 

interior financed by banks, private investment and tax shelter dollars.  The planned 

Marrakesh complex would encompass a luxury hotel, catering services, unit living 

quarters, sound stages, and other film facilities to attract location projects.252   

In addition, compared to Lebanon, Morocco had superior relations with the U.S. 

because it was perceived as one of the few friends among Arab countries and its king, 

Hassan II, pursued a very moderate policy on the Arab/Israel issue, which made him 

valuable to U.S. Middle East policy.253  In gratitude, Kissinger recently had given King 

Hassan assurances of continued U.S. military aid for his war with Algeria for control of 

disputed Spanish Sahara, and although Kissinger would provide no “outside 

interference,” the U.S. would more than double military hardware for Morocco (in 1976 

Morocco received $30 million compared to the $14 million in fiscal 1975).254   

Frankenheimer would need to proceed with caution if shooting a film about 

Palestinian terrorists in a predominantly Muslim country such as Morocco.  Recently, 

Syrian filmmaker Moustapha Akkad’s crew had been forced out of Morocco by fraternal 

Muslim pressure from Syria, as a result of the (mistaken) notion that his film, The 

Messenger (1976), would pictorially portray the prophet Mohammad.255  Moreover, the 

Moroccan public was not particularly fond of war pictures.256  Frankenheimer’s telephoto 

shots of the airport and Beirut streets crowded with souks were scheduled to be shot in 

Tangiers in May 1976.  The crew apparently did not conceal cameras, as can be deduced 

from the direct gaze of bystanders into the hand-held shots, while actress Marthe Keller 
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travels by taxi and foot through Arab streets and marketplaces on her surreptitious circuit 

to the Al Fatah headquarters.  Sets in Calabasas Hills, California would have to substitute 

for Morocco for the exterior scenes, in which Robert Shaw and other actors, costumed as 

Israeli commandos, storm the Al Fatah hideout (“Ext. Villa” in Trabulus’ Shooting 

Schedule).257  At Calabasas Hills, special effects artist Logan Frazee could be on set to 

provide bombs, gunfire, smoke, fumes, and flying debris for Paramount’s Israeli 

heroics.258  Beirut interiors would be shot on a sound stage (“Villa Living Room and 

bedroom”; “Fasil’s [sic] room”; “Beirut Hilton Hotel Room” in Trabulus’ Shooting 

Schedule).259 

Postproduction, Distribution and Reception of Black Sunday  

Editor Tom Rolf was involved from the beginning of the production and screened 

scenes from Battle of Algiers and the Odessa steps sequence from Battleship Potemkin 

with Frankenheimer.260 During the post-production phase in the summer of 1976, Rolf 

would cut thousands of feet of footage into a film with forceful suspense from the 

beginning to the end, never losing the mounting tension required for the terrorist plot-

line.  Frankenheimer praised Rolf for his skill, but stressed that the sequences had mostly 

been pre-planned carefully long before editing began.  For every cut and every transition, 

they had made a conscious decision not to get carried away with transitional shots for 

shock effect or device, but rather to present unambiguous wide shots with location and 

time titles (e.g. “Los Angeles, Tuesday, 5:30”) and then cut into tighter coverage.261   

The editing would bring to life the tense relationships between apparently 

unrelated incidents and places – from an Al Fatah hideout in Lebanon to a blimp 

covering a football game in the U.S., from the FBI headquarters in Washington to 

Michael Lander’s shadowy home in Los Angeles – by employing a Griffithian parallel 

montage effect to build suspense in juxtaposition (as in Frederick Forsyth’s The Day of 

the Jackal) with a riveting musical score by John Williams.262  Rolf’s approach to editing 

of the Super Bowl sequence was inspired by another Frankenheimer film, Manchurian 
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Candidate, drawing stylistically from the famous political convention scene of that film.  

Frankenheimer compared the structuring of suspense sequences to writing a musical 

composition: as the film reaches its climax, the music becomes louder and the cutting 

becomes faster.  In the three minute sequence from the time the blimp descends upon 

stadium to the end of the film, Frankenheimer and Rolf accelerated the montage to 181 

cuts, some of which were only four frames long - 1/6 of the second.263  The cuts were so 

short that the many of the code numbers in the margins of the film, typically used by the 

editor, were missing in the rough cut.264   

In addition to artistic concerns in the editing room, the filmmakers were also 

influenced by matters of the marketplace.  If Black Sunday was to get the broad 

exhibition and spectatorship obligatory for a blockbuster box office film, the final cut 

would have to obtain a rating, such as “PG,” which would make the film accessible to a 

broader audience. The film would be cut expressly with a “PG” rating in mind; despite 

its being a violent film obsessed with terror, bloody scenes mostly would be avoided and 

scenes of violence would be cut away from quickly.  Nudity and obscene language would 

be excised from the script.265 

Nonetheless, when the film was submitted to the MPAA, the board rated Black 

Sunday “R” for its “enveloping violence,” its attitude of “disinterest in life,” and its 

“cumulative violent tact.”266  Paramount appealed for a rehearing, but on January 27, 

1977, the appeals board in New York reported by an 11-8 vote to sustain the original 

“R.”267  According to some sources, the earlier cut of the film portrayed, “a throat-cutting 

of one of the terrorists needed to establish his fierceness and importance,”268 and a head 

exploding.269  Paramount elected to edit and resubmit another version for a “PG” rating. 

The MPAA came back again with “R.”270  Evans was furious about the rating, which 

would cause the film to lose millions of dollars at the box office: “The MPAA rating 
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board is becoming the mortician of our industry's future with its archaic rules.”271  In 

addition to cuts for the MPAA, sneak previews and early audience reaction card readings 

most likely led to other editorial changes in the film.  One preview audience in California 

reacted very negatively to the violence in the film, writing angry comments about it on 

their preview cards.272  The release print of the film retained the “R” rating and is 

somewhere between the first “R” rated version and the second version cut for the 

MPAA.273  

Robert Evans was closely involved in postproduction, and he and Frankenheimer 

would often quarrel over differing takes in the dailies and negotiate which shots would 

make it into the final cut.274  In addition, considering the importance of dubbing for 

overseas markets, Evans believed that it would be foolish to spend millions of dollars 

distributing the film internationally, only to have it fail overseas because of poor 

dubbing.  Therefore, for foreign releases of Black Sunday, Evans required high-quality 

dubbing in multiple foreign languages during post-production, and in the spring of 1977, 

spent six months preparing Black Sunday for foreign distribution.  In early August 1977, 

Evans would travel to Hamburg to supervise the German dubbing for voice quality and 

synchronization.275 

After Paramount’s failed attempt to match the immense blockbuster success of 

Jaws (1975) with Dino De Laurentiis’ remake of King Kong (1976), and some similar 

disappointment with Marathon Man, Black Sunday was the next great hope.276  Both 

Paramount executives and the film industry embraced Black Sunday with much 

enthusiasm.  After a standing ovation at the first screening of the nearly completed film277 

for 700 theater owners from around the country at the Paramount sales convention in Los 

Angeles in September 1976, director John Frankenheimer’s directorial value doubled and 
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he was given an exclusive five-year contract by Paramount.278 Paramount also canceled 

producer Robert Evans's contract and gave him a new one with a generous increase.279  

Charlie Bluhdorn of Gulf + Western kissed Evans and said, “In the 11 years I’ve owned 

Paramount this is the most exciting moment I’ve ever had.”280  Exhibitors shared this 

excitement, showering Paramount with letters of praise; Sumner Redstone, chairman of 

National Amusements theater chain, forecasted that Black Sunday would be a much 

bigger hit than Jaws.281  The critical reception of the film however was mixed; one camp 

of the critical community felt that the film surpassed previous disaster films in its three-

dimensional treatment of characters caught up in the Middle East conflict, and in its 

overall credibility, while other critics found the premise contrived and preposterous, as 

well as a disservice to the complexity of the Arab-Israeli conflict in its melodramatic 

exploitation of world problems.282 

In promoting Black Sunday, Paramount worked closely with Bantam books from 

the beginning to build audience “identification” with a prospective franchise.  Bantam 

books boasted a long tradition of “working with film companies to build audiences,” and 

the capability to reach “100,000 retail outlets.”283  Bantam promised to back upcoming 

blockbusters with movie tie-in book covers, wide distribution networks and promotion 

publicity campaigns.  It was, of course, by now becoming a common promotional ploy to 

underscore similarities of new books and films with previous successes, such as Jaws or 

Towering Inferno.284  Bantam initially sought to build retailer and audience anticipation 

and curiosity for Black Sunday by sending out samples of the book in advance with the 

cover hidden under a blanket, and attaching a letter from Bantam president, Oscar Dystal, 

which stated that Bantam was, “upsetting precedent by deliberately not showing the 

cover [...] Let me tell you, we think this cover will have the same impact as did our cover 
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on Jaws.” 
285  Later, Bantam held an unveiling party for the book cover on the day before 

Black Sunday was to appear on the shelves; the stunt generated so much interest that 

retailers gave the book extra display space in stores.  The cover contained the famous 

image of a blimp descending into a football stadium, an icon coordinated in the 1.5 

million paperback copies of Bantam, and later, in Paramount’s promotional materials, so 

that America could cue up on the text in preparation for the movie version to be 

released.286 

As for the film’s promotion, a blitz of media publicity would occur from 

preproduction to distribution.  Early along, PR leaks wound their way through the 

mediascape, from industry trade paper updates to newspaper interviews with the cast and 

crew.  One common promotional angle was to bring the audience “behind the scenes” 

and boast about the complexities of production and the big budget, and then downplay 

the movie magic as the film neared completion (if the release were unsuccessful, the big 

budget would be a source of humiliation).287  To this end, publicity would begin as early 

as two years before the opening of the film: the public would know that the film was 

being shot, that it was a major motion picture of a bestselling novel, and that eminent 

names (director, cast) were attached to it.288  As the film was being produced and 

promoted, Frankenheimer and the cast were put on tour, conducting interviews with 

various newspapers and film periodicals.289 

To lend prestige to the film, Paramount held a series of sneak previews and 

special screenings. On September 26 1976, William O’Hare, as new executive director of 

special New York projects for Paramount, arranged a tie-in with NBC’s weekly series, 

Big Event, to switch to a live coverage of a Paramount party at Top of the Park, a 

restaurant on top Gulf + Western’s building in New York.  150 special guests were to 

attend the telecasted buffet supper, which would include clips of films and interviews 

with producers, stars and directors of Paramount productions, including Black Sunday.290  

In October 1976, Robert Evans was honored in a special forum at the San Francisco Film 
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Festival, and clips of his production block were screened, including the shootout scene 

from Black Sunday.291  On March 27, 1977 a special preview of Black Sunday was hosted 

by Evans at the American Film Institute theatre in Washington, D.C.292  The film’s 

official “world premiere” took place at the 167th Street Loew theatre in Miami, where 

much of the film was shot, on March 31, 1977.  Tickets ran at $100 a seat and proceeds 

were to benefit the National Coalition of Marine Preservation. Although the event was 

expected to raise $5,000, of the 822 spectators, only 225 were willing to pay for the high-

priced tickets.293 

Another objective of the preview at the American Film Institute theatre was to 

avoid a screening where diplomats and journalists would have been present and might 

have taken a political focus on the film in editorial pages.  Evans reasoned, “I want to see 

it on movie pages.”294 It would continue to be vital to conceal the obvious political 

ramifications of Black Sunday (i.e., the Israeli/Arab crisis), and instead stress genre 

associations with other entertaining and gripping “thrillers.”  In the case of a political 

reading of Black Sunday, Evans claimed: “It’s difficult to avoid, but I think we have 

lessened it. We’re making it as apolitical as possible.”295  Frankenheimer asserted that he 

did not want to make a propaganda film for the Israelis and considered Black Sunday no 

more a film about the Middle East crisis than a film about football: 

If I wanted to make a political film, I would have made a political film, 

but it would not have been disguised as a thriller.  That would’ve been a 

cheap shot.  I wanted to make a really terrific movie that people want to 

see, an action adventure movie.  If you want to read other things into it, 

do.  But basically that’s what I wanted to do.296 

Despite all the claims and ads that Black Sunday was just an entertaining thriller, not 

about the Arab-Israeli conflict, Frankenheimer admitted that the film was a denunciation 

of terrorism.297  Along with U.S. state experts and the media, Frankenheimer concurred, 
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“I do think terrorism is the worst thing we are faced with today […] this country’s totally 

ill-equipped to handle it.”298  Frankenheimer suggested that there be an, “instantaneous 

death penalty for terrorists.”  He adhered to conservative notions that stricter immigration 

laws would help to reduce terrorism: “…it’s appalling to me the people we let in this 

country.”299  And despite Frankenheimer’s insistence that the film would not take sides in 

the Arab-Israeli conflict, an Israeli agent, Kabakov, is after all the central protagonist: 

“Of course.  He’s the hero of the piece.”300  Although in the novel Kabakov dies while 

diverting the blimp from the stadium, the film adaptation changes the ending so that 

Kabakov survives, according to Frankenheimer, because, “You want to root for 

[Kabakov], there’s no reason for him to die.”301  However, nearly all of the Palestinians 

in the film are shot and killed. 

In preparation for the 1977 Easter weekend opening of the film, an intense 

advertising campaign was conducted in major cities with a mix of print and broadcast 

commercials.  Print ads portrayed a low angle shot of a massive blimp shattering a light 

standard in the background and a redundant pattern of terrified faces in the foreground 

bleachers; the one sheets touted the film as a riveting thriller, featuring soundbites from 

well-known critics, which attested to the film’s thriller status (“nail biting,” “bone-

chilling,” “edge of the seat,” “cliff-hanging,” and so on).302  To stress the topicality and 

immediacy of the film’s conflict, a tagline inscribed through the center of the image in 

print ads read, “It could be tomorrow.”  Radio ads further suggested the vast expanse of 

narrative’s settings, and thus, the expansive reach of a terrorist threat: “A Black 

September broadcast in Beirut.  A secret intelligence meeting in Washington.  A Coast 

Guard alert in California.  An FBI stakeout in Miami.  It all comes together on–Black 

Sunday … It could be tomorrow.” 

Paramount elected a platform distribution pattern for Black Sunday in which the 

film would begin first runs and showcases on April 1, 1977 in 487 theatres in major 

cities, such as Buffalo, Los Angeles, Washington D.C., Boston, Chicago, Minneapolis, 

Portland, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Kansas City, Denver, Philadelphia, San Francisco, 
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Cleveland and Miami, go into multiple breaks for the Memorial Day weekend, general 

release on June 1, and finally expand with 500 more prints for sub-run saturation dates in 

other cities and rural theatres beginning on June 24.303   

Foreign distribution was also carefully planned.  Evans was a firm believer in the 

importance of marketing strategies in the domination of the global market.  In one press 

interview, he boasted that American film is big in Italy, Britain and France: “Hollywood 

people tend to forget the importance of how big films are abroad.  They’re too concerned 

about what happens in L.A. and New York and not about the foreign markets where 

everybody is hungry for U.S. product.”304  In late 1976, Evans was prepping the release 

of Black Sunday with CIC (Cinema International Corp.), Paramount’s offshore 

distribution company base in Amsterdam.305  Working with Frankenheimer, Evans 

planned to hit a number of foreign markets starting in late March 1977.306  In early 

August 1977, Evans traveled to Germany to promote the film, meeting for two days with 

critics and film people in connection with the German release of the film in Hamburg, 

where Black Sunday was to premiere September 9 with 60 prints.307 In addition to 

Germany, Evans was planning to open Black Sunday in France and England in late 

August, and then in Far East, Spain and Latin America in the autumn of 1977.  

The initial U.S. release date of April 1 was representative of a new trend in which 

Hollywood had been releasing summer fare increasingly earlier.  Although an Easter 

weekend release corresponded with traditional, seasonal spring theater-going, Evans also 

admitted that 20 movies were coming out in the summer and Paramount wanted to beat 

the rush.308  However, when considering a release date, Paramount was also concerned 

with the competition and was wary of releasing a film in close proximity to another film 

with which competition would be strong due to factors such as similarity in genre and 
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target audience.309  In fact, an earlier release date would have put Black Sunday in 

theaters during the autumn of 1976, had it not been for the release of Universal's Two-

Minute Warning, a vying stadium terror flick that was constantly compared to Black 

Sunday during its production.310 As early as May 1976, Universal had published a double 

page ad in New York Times, which featured a Goodyear blimp soaring above a coliseum.  

Paramount called the Two-Minute Warning ad a “flagrant rip-off.” Evans and 

Frankenheimer believed that Universal was playing up similarities and trying to 

capitalize on Black Sunday’s hype.  Evans explained, “Our film had a pre-sold audience 

which they want, even though the stories are entirely different. Their film is on a much 

smaller scale with 80% of the action taking place in a coliseum.”311 However, because of 

delays in completing the film’s special effects, Evans and Frankenheimer were in no 

position to rush the release of Black Sunday.312 

Black Sunday failed to live up to box office success as the next great blockbuster 

that Paramount and the industry had predicted.  Although it stood out in first runs in big 

cities, its overall yield was mostly a disappointment, and it only slightly picked up in its 

second week.  Thereafter, Black Sunday greatly slipped in 3rd week, and only in Miami, 

where the film was a local novelty, was there much ongoing box office activity.313  In its 

opening weeks, Black Sunday was competing with Oscar winner Rocky, which was in its 

19th week of exhibition, and still commanding 20% of entire box office sample with 

nearly $18 million in ticket sales.314 

Black Sunday seemed to perform better in its first multiple breaks than it did 

initially in first-runs, which Paramount executives took to mean an indication of good 

word-of-mouth.315  However, just when the film was going into general release in early 

June 1977, it was fully eclipsed by Star Wars, which shot instantly to the top box office 

position, single-handedly pulling domestic business out of a seasonal slump and 
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capturing Wall Street’s interest in 20th Century Fox stock.316  Whereas after two months 

Black Sunday had just barely made it the $1 million box office mark in key cities, Star 

Wars made the same mark in just one week; by mid-June, Black Sunday was just under 

$6 million, while Star Wars had clipped $14 million.  During the summer of 1977, Star 

Wars went on to corner 18% of film market and was three times stronger than its nearest 

competitor.317 

Overseas distribution for Black Sunday was no less disappointing.  Nothing of 

significance was seen in any one of the film’s five engagements in London in early 

September 1977, and after some meek achievement, it fell off the radar after seven 

weeks.318  In Tokyo, where CIC had expended nearly $750,000 promoting the film and 

expected to rake in at least 30 billion yen ($11 million), screenings were cancelled after 

Toho chain theaters received letters from three groups threatening to bomb theatres.  

Frankenheimer, Evans and Barry Diller had also received death threats.319 Several Arab 

embassies protested screening of the film.320  The Saudi Arabian government was 

becoming progressively more troubled over the anti-Arab mood in the U.S.321  

The threats in Tokyo were representative of a larger trend of ideological conflict 

over representations of Israel and Palestine in U.S. films.  In the summer of 1977, 

exhibitors in Germany and Italy were inundated with threats and bombings.322  Earlier in 

the year, German radical cells placed bombs in theatres playing Warner Bros.’ Victory at 

Entebbe (1976), a film celebrating Israel’s rescue of hostages in Uganda (“Operation 

Entebbe”) and perceived as being pro-Zionist and having a racist, anti-Palestinian point 

of view.323  In Rome and Milan, Victory at Entebbe screenings and advertising were 

canceled after threats and fire bombings.324  In fact, miffed entertainment executives 

considered similar threats and agitation in Greece, South Africa, Argentina, Spain, 

Columbia, and Norway tantamount to an innovation in censorship: “Censorship by 

                                                 
316 Murphy, A. D. (1977, June 1). Wham B.O. bow ups Fox shares. Variety, p. 1. 
317 Murphy, A. D. (1977, August 17). Star Wars nabs 18% of MKT.; 7 mos. total soars. Variety, p. 1. 
318 Picture grosses. (1977, August 31 - October 19). Variety. 
319 Bladen. 
320 Threats force Toho to cancel Sunday. (1977, August 3). Variety, p. 39. 
321 Saudis warn U.S. on anti-Arab trends. (1976, January 25). Miami Herald, p. 30A. 
322 Legit, TV, concerts under the gun in Germany, Italy. (1977, September 21). Variety, p. 1.  
323 German cops nab terrorists in bombing of ‘Entebbe’ cinemas. (1977, January 19). Variety, p. 46; The 
next chapter will discuss the effects of the Uganda incident on U.S. cinema in greater detail. 
324 Italian terrorists’ raids on ‘Entebbe’ cues WB pullout. (1977, January 19). Variety, p. 46. 



 

144 
 

Terrorism.”325 While U.S. audiences may have begun to favor panegyric representations 

of Israeli counterterrorism, many other regions seemed to find such films prejudiced and 

unethical, and some were taking desperate measures to make the exhibition of such films 

impossible. 

Conclusion 

Black Sunday’s failure to captivate audience interest was ironic.  The film’s 

producers had every assurance that the film would be a lucrative and Paramount’s best 

response to the success of Jaws.  Baffled by the film’s disappointing payoff, Evans and 

Frankenheimer turned to several explanations.  The most facile rationalization was that 

Universal’s Two-Minute Warning simply took the air out of Black Sunday’s blimp.  In 

several interviews Frankenheimer claimed that Two-Minute Warning “killed” his film.326  

However, it soon became apparent that Black Sunday came too late in a cycle of disaster 

films that was falling out of favor. Black Sunday represented the end of an industry trend 

of the early 1970s when big budget disaster films could be marketed as blockbuster hits.  

Designed to repeat the formula of successful films before it, Black Sunday totally 

misjudged the changing spirit of U.S. audiences.   

New data was beginning to suggest a turn toward nostalgic and cheerful narratives 

in response to the “depressing” times of the Vietnam era.  Early indications of this new 

tendency away from disaster and toward nostalgia included George Lucas’s longing 

reminiscence of 60s youth culture, American Graffiti (1973) out-grossing disaster flick 

Airport (1970), as well as the initial popularity of the optimism of Rocky (1976).327  

Industry studies were beginning to show a shift in audience demographics: the “graying 

of America.” There had been a continual aging of the 1960s teen audience to the extent 

that by the mid-1970s, 81% of admissions were accounted for by viewers 18 and over, 

while only 25% consisted of 12 to 17 year-olders.   

Suddenly, film executives were forecasting an average audience age of 29.  At the 
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ShoWest confab in San Diego in February 1977, MGM Vice President of domestic sales 

and distribution, Byron Shapiro, cautioned exhibitors that it would be an error to 

disregard older tastes.  In addition, industry insiders observed a significant increase in 

rural attendance, which called for narratives that might appeal to middle American 

mores.328  In short, spectacle and fear of the disaster film was losing its appeal, as could 

be perceived in the popularity of parodic treatments such as Airplane! (1980).329  By 

1978, the major studios once again saw a bright future in lighter fare, as audiences 

flocked in large numbers to theatres playing blithe, “escapist entertainment films” such as 

Star Wars. 

Furthermore, the timing of the April 1, 1977 release of Black Sunday could not 

have been worse.  On March 9, 12 members of a Hanafi Muslim group had held siege the 

city hall, B’nai B’rith building and Islamic center in downtown Washington D.C., taking 

nearly 134 persons hostage for 39 hours and demanding the release of convicted Hanafi 

members from prison and the cancellation of the premier of the movie, Mohammad 

Messenger of God (1976).330  The event generated much discourse concerning the 

media’s role in reporting hostage incidents, and moreover, the vulnerability of major 

cities to terrorism.331  The affair also triggered a phenomenon called the “Black Sunday 

Syndrome”: audiences avoided going to see the film.332 

Executives at Paramount seemed in retrospection to understand the 

disappointment of Black Sunday.  Chief Executive Officer Barry Diller recollected: 

I look back at last year and wonder what we were thinking about when 

we made Black Sunday. Why didn’t we know that people wouldn't want 

to see a threatening picture about terrorism? [...] All those heavy movies 

that expelled this enormous amount of gas when they got to the 
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marketplace.333 

Likewise, Robert Evans surmised: 

[…] I must say that Black Sunday was a real downer for me; it was a 

minor success but a major disappointment.  Paramount thought that it 

was going to be their “Jaws” and so did I.  I guess the subject of 

terrorism was a turnoff: it was too close to home.  People are not 

interested in going to the movies to see what’s happening in headlines 

and my personal feeling is that the movies dealing with Vietnam will 

not do very well either.  Vietnam is like cancer – people don’t want to 

be reminded of it.  They want catharsis, escape.334 

However, there is a second point of irony: in subsequent years, what once seemed a 

ridiculous and alarmist action flick suddenly became a textbook example of Arab terror.  

During the first Gulf War of 1991, when officials were upgrading security in Tampa, 

Florida for Super Bowl XXV, television affiliates in Washington D.C. and New York 

withdrew broadcast of Black Sunday from their early-morning Sunday lineups.335  One 

spokeswoman for WJLA in New York, Jane Cohen, explained that because of “the 

situation in the Middle East,” the affiliate decided to replace Black Sunday with Fire on 

the Mountain (ironically, a film about a rancher who defies the U.S. Air Force’s attempts 

to requisition his property in order to extend a missile range).  Ernest Lehman, one of 

three screenwriters of Black Sunday, admired the restraint of the networks, “in not 

exploiting the picture at all in the past week […] Who the hell needs that movie to come 

on and give anybody any ideas?”336  

Similarly, following 9/11, critical opinion has shifted toward implying the film’s 

verisimilitude to real life events.  Although no motion picture could truly parallel the 

shock of 9/11, Black Sunday was assumed to have come quite close.337  One critic 
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suggested that Black Sunday “could have been written yesterday,” and is “not only 

chilling, but also almost a preview of what happened [on 9/11].”338  Another columnist 

rhetorically asked, “Black Sunday no longer seems like just some farcical creation of 

Hollywood, does it?”339  Doubting whether the NFL should continue scheduled football 

games after the attacks, Buffalo Bills quarterback, Rob Johnson, posited, “You have to 

wonder if it’s such a smart idea to play, especially in south Miami or New York 

[locations presented in the book and film].  These places are hotbeds.”340  How does one 

account for the major interpretive shift of Black Sunday from excessive kitsch to 

historical précis?  It is no doubt disconcerting, given its implications for attitudes toward 

Arabs and ideological alliance with Israeli militarism.  However, it also reflects larger 

interrelations of U.S. culture and the Middle East.   

Upon further reflection, it seems that Diller, Evans and Frankenheimer only got it 

half right.  The problem with Black Sunday was not that it was violent, nor that it 

portrayed terrorism, but that the film contained much of the pessimism of the 1970s 

counterculture cinema, especially in its representation of vulnerable and emasculated 

U.S. institutions needing to be saved by a foreign nation – Israel.  The aftermath of 

1960s, Vietnam and Watergate led to the view of a political system so corrupt that it 

could never be restored to the people and the portrayal of American virtues (ambition, 

vision, drive) as pointless and ineffectual.341  However, if there was a tendency in the 

early 1970s to ridicule state institutions and scrutinize political conspiracy and futile 

wars, a new propensity to come in terrorism films of the 1980s worked toward an 

“America First,” militaristic masculinity.  Black Sunday was not unsuccessful because it 

brought terrorism to the screen, but in its failure to imagine a quintessentially 

“American” (i.e., aggressive and preemptive) counterterrorist response.342  While Black 

Sunday was influential in the development of how terrorist threats came to be portrayed, 

only in the Reagan era did the Hollywood cinema (to which we turn in the next chapter) 

begin to formulate the narrative and iconographic aesthetics of a contemporary filmic 
                                                 
338 Reynolds, Bill. (2001, September 23). Life imitates art in terrorist attacks. Ottawa Citizen, p. B1. 
339 Better safe than sorry. (2001, September 13). Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, p. C-1. 
340 Longley, Rob. (2001, September 15). Black Sunday too close to ignore. Toronto Sun, p. S9. 
341 Edelman, Rob. (1976, November). The politician in films. Films in Review 27: 531-7; Elsaesser, 
Thomas. (1975, October). The pathos of failure: American films in the 70's. Monogram 6: 13-19. 
342 This is precisely the critique found in conservative reviews of the film. See, Sobran, M. J. (1977, April 
29). Good guys. National Review, p. 505-506. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DELTA FORCE AND IRON EAGLE: HOLLYWOOD 

COUNTERTERRORISM IN THE REAGAN ERA 

 
 
 

There’s a lot of frustration in America. Our 

government isn’t going to do anything about 

terrorism. […] I made the movie to do what 

everyone … would like to have been done.1 
Chuck Norris, 1986 

 
In the era from the Iranian Revolution in 1979 to the U.S. bombing of Libya in 

1986, U.S. political culture gradually shifted its role from advocate of human rights to a 

force for global counterterrorism.2  This focal shift was accompanied by a renewal of 

Cold War antagonism under Reagan and the framing of revolutionary Arab conflict as 

Soviet sponsored as “international terrorism.”  The Delta Force and Iron Eagle are action 

films produced in the mid-1980s that traverse the Reagan mythos of tough posturing and 

rhetoric, proactive and preemptive counterterrorism, while they explore avenues of 

militaristic wish-fulfillment in an age of increased covert activity.3  These 1980s 

counterterrorist action films both reflected and shaped this political culture.   

The trend in counterterror action films was symptomatic of:  1) a political culture 

kicking the Vietnam syndrome, which compelled a “corrective” resurgence of 

conservative American principles of patriotism and military force; 2.) structural changes 

in the economy and relations of production in the U.S. film industry leading to the 

embracing of externalities, primarily in the form of state subsidization of material and 

narrative resources, as well as foreign runaway production – a kind of Hollywood 

“outsourcing” of labor and technology through the global military industrial complex and 

international co-production funding;  3) at the level of ideology, the signifying practices 
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special operations cost the taxpayers about $1.2 billion a year. Murphy, Caryle and Babcock, Charles R. 
(1985 , November 29). Army's covert role scrutinized. Washington Post, p. A1. 
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of the Real in film production, marketing and distribution emerging in a form of 

heightened militaristic topicality, within a cultural mode of storytelling already 

commonly recognized as “Reaganite cinema.”4   

This chapter explores the historical production of The Delta Force and Iron Eagle 

by examining the advance of Reaganite cinema in Hollywood and reconstructing 

production history of these films and their positioning within counterterrorism discourses 

of the 1980s.  Focusing on the production history of The Delta Force and Iron Eagle, this 

essay also outlines the fundamental aspects that promoted the symbiosis between 

Hollywood and the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) in the production of action films in the 

mid-1980s, which arguably formed a paradigm for subsequent Pentagon cooperation with 

Hollywood counterterrorism texts during the first Gulf War, and thereafter.   

Runaway Production and Colonial Culture 

Motion picture production was embedded in this exchange of national interest and 

special relationship.  Israel’s interest in attracting U.S. film co-production was prompted 

by a mutually sustaining system, in which: 1.) the need to stimulate an ideological culture 

that would propagate the “Israeli view” of its legitimacy in Palestine depended on the 

development of a sophisticated mass communication system (such as Hollywood had to 

offer) and, 2.) the need to stave increasing foreign debt brought about by the constant 

necessity of military aide (to sustain a colonial culture) depended on the stimulation of 

foreign cash flow via industrial trade investment, and international film co-production 

was one promising area for trade and commerce. 

In addition to domestic Israeli productions such as state produced newsreels and 

documentary films, Hollywood films offered a global medium for positive 

representations of Israel.  Hasbara (translated variously as public relations, information 

or propaganda) has served a central role since Israel’s founding in creating a favorable 

image of the state and its policies in the eyes of the public, shapers of public opinion and 

world public opinion.5  Motion pictures were particularly prized as a form of “visual 

                                                 
4 Britton, Andrew. (1986, Winter). Blissing out: the politics of Reaganite entertainment. Movie 31/32: 1–
42. 
5 Steinmetz, Sol. (2005). Dictionary of Jewish usage: a guide to the use of Jewish terms. Lanham: Rowman 
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information” (hasbara orith). 6  As early as 1960, the Israeli government sought to 

stimulate more foreign film production though a number of enticements.  However, these 

subsidies and low interest rates usually had strings attached.   

Perhaps the most publicized production was Exodus (1960), for which the 

government provided substantial financial concessions and other free official services.7  

In addition to protests from partisan groups ranging from Zionists to communists, 

productions which might come into conflict with vested interests of Israel and Zionist 

versions of history would find themselves subject to state controls. 8  During the 

production of Exodus, Paul Newman and other actors were followed, advised, and 

endlessly reminded of their “responsibility” in representing Israel’s long-guarded 

history.9  When Cast a Giant Shadow was shot in Israel in 1966, army commander, 

Yitzhak Rabin, demanded script approval, sent military technical advisors and detailed 

critiques of the script, and required a review by the military authorities before the film 

could being shipped out of the country.10  IDF film contracts state that, “the IDF 

spokesman can withdraw permission for filming - without any prior notification - 

including in the midst of filming” and that the IDF spokesman and the Defense Ministry, 

“are allowed to reject parts of the raw material and/or script and/or the finished 

product.”11  Indeed, the series of Hollywood films produced under Israeli assistance, such 

as Exodus, Judith (1965), and Cast a Giant Shadow (1966), each with heroic Israeli 

soldiers and Orientalist Arabs, championed the state of Israel in the eyes of the United 

States audiences.12 

Although Israel often claimed that it did not censor scripts proposed for 

production except in cases that required direct military assistance,13 the Ministry of 

Commerce and Industry’s Film Center often judged films under “full cooperation” on 

                                                 
6 Kalekin-Fishman, Devorah. (2004). Ideology, policy, and practice: education for immigrants and 

minorities in Israel today. New York: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 
7 Crowther, Bosley. (1960, May 15). Film cameras over the holy land. New York Times, p. X1. 
8 Threats mailed. (1960, May 12). Florence Morning News (South Carolina), p. 1; Hollinger, Hy. (1960, 
July 15). Filming of ‘Exodus’ stirs Israel as producer is beset by factions. Berkshire Eagle, p. 5. 
9 Crowther; Hyams, Joe. (1960, June 8). Exodus on location stirs hornets’ nest. Winnipeg Free Press, p. 47. 
10 Shavelson, Melville. (1971). How to make a Jewish movie. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
11 Pinto, Goel. (2007, March 07). Under the IDF spotlight. Haaretz. 
12 Oren, Tasha G. (2004). Demon in the box: Jews, Arabs, politics, and culture in the making of Israeli 

television. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 
13 Israeli cooperation on the Uganda raid film expectedly careful and costly. (1976, July 21). Variety, p. 2. 
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moral and security grounds, and without approval of final versions of scripts, films could 

not be screened in Israel and also might be blocked from export.  If a film was to be 

recognized as local production and qualify for subsidies granted by the Israeli 

Government, the script had to be approved by the Film Committee, an officially 

appointed body, which could reject scripts on the basis that they present the Israeli 

“viewpoint” in “unfair terms.”14  In addition, the government could influence the 

endorsement of loans to filmmakers, refuse to facilitate shooting of footage at various 

sites, withhold the normal rebate of 25 to 50 percent on the entertainment tax, or 

otherwise create difficulties for producers attempting to shoot films.  Producers often 

found themselves forced to change dialogue and scenes to appease the Film Committee 

and Israeli Defense objections.15 

Israel is perhaps the one of the few “democracies” in which the military has 

played such a central and enduring social, economic and political role and this centrality 

has been characterized by a cognitive militarism: “by modes of thought and action in 

which security considerations are preeminent.”16 While cognitive militarism stood as a 

common crossroads in the Israeli and the U.S. special relationship as it pertained to 

international relations, it was something of a cultural barrier when it came to exchanges 

in industrial relations.  As Hollywood executives often put it, “The Israelis are trained for 

shooting in wars, not for shooting motion pictures,”17 a statement which reflected not 

only a lack of technical expertise, but also the ingrained militarism of a colonial culture.  

One of the earliest associations with Israeli “film production” was related in an incident 

of 1948, in which Israel bought (through a front company) four British Royal Air Force 

planes, needed to strengthen their position against Arabs in Palestine.  When British 

authorities refused their export, the Israelis set up a “film production unit,” claiming the 

planes were “props,” and in the midst of a “scene,” smuggled the planes away to Israel.18   

                                                 
14 Israel scoffs at Seidelman slant on film. (1974, January 16). Variety, p. 3. 
15 Blair, Granger. (1965, January 17). Can there be a sympathetic Nazi? New York Times, p. X9. 
16 Lomsky-Feder, Edna and Ben-Ari, Eyal. (1999). The military and militarism in israeli society. Albany: 
State University of New York Press. 
17 Massis, Alex. (1977, May 11). Israel - after ten years. Variety, p. 460. 
18 Exploit in Britain recalled. (1969, December 30). New York Times, p. 3. 
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Hollywood filmmakers often compared Israeli film crews to “a platoon of 

Marines,” since nearly all of the workers and extras were enlisted in the Israeli Army.19  

During the production of Exodus, members of the army were assigned to the film cast and 

crew.  The assignment of Israeli military to film crews meant that production could often 

be halted in the midst of Israel’s protracted conflict with neighboring countries; such was 

especially the case during the Arab-Israeli wars in the late 1960s and 1970s, when Israeli 

transportation, cast and technicians could be called to duty and pulled off the set on a 

moment’s notice.20  The Yom Kippur War of 1973 saw countless disruptions in 

production and foreign producers became increasingly reticent to launch ventures in 

Israel due to such inevitable interruptions produced by a state constantly defending its 

colonialist framework of annexation and hostilities through defensive maneuvers.21  

In addition to such ideological special relations, Hollywood location shooting in 

Israel cannot be isolated from the mutually beneficial economic national interests 

intrinsic to the initial acceleration of runaway production beginning in the early 1950s.  

Whereas in July 1953, 27 films were being produced in Hollywood, 48 were being shot 

in Italy and 13 in Mexico.22  Although foreign locations offered exotic spectacle that 

could challenge the emerging television threat and reflected the emergence of neo-realist 

aesthetics in the post-WWII era, the onset of runaway production was by and large 

hastened by increasing U.S. production costs and the shift from major studio to 

independent production.  Rather than renting Hollywood back lots and sound stages, 

independents sought better financial conditions for production and foreign locations 

seemed to promise cheap non-unionized labor (anywhere from 20% to 50% below U.S. 

wages), ready-made sets, tax shelters and foreign subsidies.23   

                                                 
19 Koegle, Cary. (1970, December 5). Israeli films move up. Daily Courier, p. E-1; Sophia stars in ‘Gates 
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In addition, the major studios were putting to work blocked foreign currency that 

could not be repatriated because of protective foreign fiscal regulations that limited the 

revenue from exhibition that could be returned to Hollywood.  As for the stars, many 

were exploiting loopholes in the 1951 U.S. tax law, which gave exemption to any U.S. 

citizen who spent 17 out of 18 consecutive months working abroad. Gene Kelly was in 

working Germany and England, Clark Gable in Africa, Gregory Peck in Italy, and Kirk 

Douglas in Israel.24   

From Israel’s perspective, one big production such as Exodus could have an 

immense promotional role, bringing in millions of dollars and stimulating future 

production.  In the next decade, Israel would become ever more proactive in encouraging 

run-away production.  The Israeli Film Center began offering filmmakers government-

backed loans up to 50 percent of production costs at four percent annual interest in order 

to encourage foreign production in Israel.  Non-Israeli currency used for filming purposes 

was entitled to government financial incentives at the rate of 29% premium.  Film and 

equipment could be imported duty free.25  Nonetheless, initial location shooting in the 

new nation of Israel lagged behind Britain, France, Italy and Mexico; Israel was severely 

limited due to its inadequate production facilities.  

Although movie theaters had been opened in Jerusalem as early as in 1908 and in 

Tel Aviv in 1914, by 1949 there was nearly no feature film production in Israel and only 

plans for a studio to be constructed at Herzlia outside Tel Aviv.26  The Herzlia project 

was backed by a $600,000 investment funded by U.S. companies and the American 

Associates of Israel Film Studio.  Opened in 1952, the Herzlia studio offered a lab and 

sound stage; equipment was shipped from the U.S.  Although Hollywood advisers served 

on the production committee and some studios were enticed to shoot in Israel (since 

roughly half a million dollars of Hollywood cash was frozen in Israel), no projects came 

to fruition until the 1950s.27  
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The earliest U.S. feature film produced in Israel in 1952, The Juggler starring 

Kirk Douglas, was at the outset to be shot completely in Israel, but after examining the 

region and making arrangements with the Israelis, the film’s director, Edward Dmytryk, 

concluded that he could only shoot exteriors there (about 40 percent of the film) and 

would have to return to Columbia Pictures’ lot for interiors.28  Indeed, early location 

shooting in Israel predominantly exploited exteriors and most often, only for Hollywood 

films with some direct narrative depiction of Israel.  Exodus , Cast a Giant Shadow and 

Judith were films about the founding years of Israel; the majority of location production 

in Israel in the 1950s and 1960s consisted of biblical epics (Salome, 1952; Ben Hur,1959; 

A Story of David, 1960; The Bible, 1966), which took advantage of authentic “Holy 

Land” scenery for background shots.29  Other than background photography, interiors and 

other footage was primarily shot on Hollywood studio lots.   

Between 1960 and 1975 only five major U.S. motion pictures were shot in 

Israel.30  Israel lacked skilled technicians, since there were initially no formal 

professional standards followed or taught.31  Even by the 1970s, the Israeli film industry 

had developed little, the technical quality of the Israeli feature film was extremely sloppy, 

there was a lack of proper equipment and facilities and the industry still depended on the 

skilled supervision of U.S. and European filmmakers.32  When Richard Harris was 

shooting Bloomfield in 1971, a one shot called for a crane, but there were no camera 

cranes in Israel.  Since it would have been costly to bring one in from Europe, they 

refurbished one found in junkyard – the same rusty crane that had been used for Exodus 

in 1960.33   

Locations in Israel continued to be used for direct narrative depiction of Israeli 

history or biblical themed productions (The Story of Jacob and Joseph, 1974; Moses the 
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Lawgiver, 1974; The Story of David, 1976; The Passover Plot, 1976; Jesus, 1979), but 

the types of genre and narrative settings shot in Israel began to expand by the mid-1970s.  

A western entitled Madron was shot in 1970 in the Negev Desert, which filmmakers saw 

as strongly resembling the U.S. Southwest and a good substitute for Arizona and 

Mexico.34  The project began with a producer, a lawyer, a director and a script and no 

financing, so the filmmakers decided to take advantage of Israeli funding.  Israeli actors 

wore wigs, breechclouts and headbands while playing menacing Apaches.35   

Following the production of Madron, Israel planned to lure more filmmakers of 

Westerns away from Italy and Spain.  Under the direction of Sarco Westerns 

International and Hollywood production designer Fernando Carrere, a western town, 

“Sarcoville,” would be built outside Tel Aviv and employed for film productions.36  The 

$250,000 western town would include the requisite livery, stables, jail and saloons.37  The 

first director to take advantage of the new Western set was Norman Jewison, whose film 

Billy Two Hats (1974) was shot at Sarcoville, while his other production Jesus Christ 

Superstar (1973) was being shot simultaneously in other parts of Israel.  Although early 

reports suggested that Billy Two Hats would be filmed in Yugoslavia in the spring of 

1972,38 a United Artist press release stated that Israel was selected instead because of the 

desolate locale needed for Billy Two Hats.   

It didn’t hurt that Israel also offered incentives such as a 20 percent subsidy of the 

cost, tax-exempt status, cheap labor, and war insurance, in the event that hostilities 

should erupt in the midst of the regular Israeli jet raids on Syria.39  Extras could be shared 

between Jewison’s two productions.40  And even if the producers ran into difficulties of 
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transporting props such as Winchester rifles and Colt 45s through heightened airport 

security and finding Israeli extras that could ride horseback, Israel offered a variety of 

sets, good climate and convenient geographical locations at low cost.  In an era of 

ballooning Hollywood budgets, Jewison could shoot a western with Gregory Peck for a 

mere $1.1 million.  The construction of Sarcoville set off a boom in the Israeli industry, 

with over 25 films being produced there in 1971.41  Noah Films soon followed suit by 

bringing in art director Piero Marchi to design an entire Mexican village a few miles from 

Eilat in the southern desert.42  Israel was looking forward to two more Westerns and other 

ensuing multimillion dollar foreign film productions.   

By the mid-1970s, Israel desperately needed an industry with a cash flow to stave 

its $3 billion foreign (largely military expenditure) debt, and motion picture production 

was again seen as one potential field.43  The Film Center ran ads in the trade papers 

promising, “lower costs, diversity of scenery, ideal climate, technical equipment, 

production know how, bountiful talent and financial incentives.”44  Especially attractive 

to Israeli private and government sectors were “shoot-em ups” with promise of fast 

financial returns that could bring outside cash investment and stimulate internal consumer 

spending.45  Yoram Golan, director of the Israeli Ministry of Commerce and Industry’s 

Film Center, which facilitated government and private cooperation with film producers 

explained: “It’s not expensive here, we have no union problems and there is a great 

diversity of landscapes in small area with easy access.”46   

Although a considerable amount of equipment, costumes and stunt persons still 

had to be imported, the basic facilities and processing labs in Israel were growing in 

expertise and skilled technicians were in greater abundance.47  By 1975, Israel boasted 25 

production companies, two studios (at Herzlia and Berkey Pathe at Givatayin), two color 

labs, equipment houses (for renting dollies and cranes), color video to tape facilities, and 
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direct connection to international satellites.48  Israeli towns, forests and beaches were 

frequently being substituted for Sicily, Czechoslovakia, France, North Africa and many 

Middle Eastern settings.  In 1976, Michael Phillips, Michael Douglas and Paul Mazursky 

toured Israel, seriously considering the possibility of making films there.49  

Unfortunately, Israel’s cornering of the run-away Western filmmaking was ill-timed 

given the impending demise of that genre in the 1970s.  However, Israel soon discovered 

a new surge in genre storytelling in the 1970s, which had deep continuities with Israel’s 

past and future: the counterterrorist action film. 

The Political Economy of Entebbe 

A series of conflicts and international events involving Israelis and Arabs (and the 

implications for the U.S. oil policy) in the 1970s brought the region to center stage not 

only in the U.S. news media, but also in Hollywood.  A number of literary and filmic 

treatments were advanced in the wake of the assaults at the Lod Airport and the Munich 

Olympics of 1972 and the 1973 Yom Kippur War.  In 1973, British director John 

O’Connor directed The Prisoner in the Middle (1974), in which a U.S. colonel (David 

Janssen) parachutes into Jordan to recover a jettisoned U. S. Strategic Air Command 

nuclear bomb before it falls into the hands of Arab terrorists; The Prisoner in the Middle 

was produced by Buddy Ruskin, creator of “Mod Squad” and shot on location in the 

Negev Desert near Eilat, Israel with the assistance of the Israeli army.50  The image of 

Israel is glaringly sycophantic.  Producer Ruskin described the appeal of the film’s topic:  

With a subject like this, it's bound to be a success […] we want to show Israelis 

and Jews in a new light —fighting in the desert and dancing in the discotheques 

[…] and we want to show that the Arab terrorists of today are like the Mafia in its 

heyday […] we are not portraying the Arab people as bad.  Most Arabs don't want 

anything to do with the terrorists.51 

The film commences with Arabs firing bazookas at an Israeli school bus and ends with a 

reference to the 1972 Munich Olympics.  Arab terrorists were played by Bedouin 
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tribesmen, who as director O'Connor explained, “can do some scenes marvelously – if 

you tell them to die they lie still for hours.”52 In 1974, Otto Preminger shot Rosebud 

(1975), in which a group of violent Palestinians take five girls hostage on a luxury yacht 

and demand as ransom the termination of American and European relations with Israel.  

Rosebud was shot on location in Israel, where Israeli troops protected the film crew as 

they photographed north of Haifa – just one kilometer from the Lebanese border (as a 

stand-in for scenes set in Lebanon).53  

However, the Entebbe incident of the summer of 1976 had the most dramatic 

impact on the U.S. adulation of Israel, Israeli counterterrorism and the increased interest 

in the production of counterterrorism films in Israel.  On July 4, 1976 Israeli troops 

landed at Entebbe, Uganda and rescued over one hundred Israeli passengers taken 

hostage by Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) and German 

revolutionaries during the hijacking of Air France flight 139.  According to one Zionist 

historian, “It was a shot in the arm for Americans and Israelis.  President Gerald Ford was 

well pleased as he broke U.S. diplomatic precedent and congratulated Israel on its 

successful mission.”54  To be sure, as Melani McAlister compellingly demonstrates, 

Israel’s counterterrorist operations served as an example to U.S. leaders that swift 

military action, instead of negotiation, could prevail in the fight against revolutionary 

violence.55  Israel’s Entebbe mission would provide inspiration for U.S.’s own elite Delta 

Force and its botched “Operation Eagle Claw” of April 1980.56   

Entebbe not only elicited impassioned praise from across the U.S. political 

spectrum; it set in motion a series of debates about the U.S. stance on appropriate 
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counterterrorism responses.  Hollywood’s participation in this discourse, for both 

ideological and political reasons, was instantaneous.  The first announcement of 

Hollywood to reenact the Entebbe incident came on July 7, 1976, which related that 

Universal Studios had developed a story, Raid on Entebbe, while the event was unfolding 

over the 4th of July weekend, and intended to have George Roy Hill direct the film.57  

MCA-Universal President Sidney Sheinberg asserted, “The mission reads like a movie 

script.”  Within a week, five other U.S. studios announced intentions to dramatize the 

event.  20th Century-Fox was rushing into development a television drama titled Mission 

to Uganda, to be produced by Arthur Weingarten with an all star cast (Fox eventually 

teamed up with Edgar Scherick Associates and NBC to co-produce the $4 million The 

Raid on Entebbe starring Charles Bronson).58   

Merv Griffin Productions made known its intention to produce Odyssey of 139 

based on the personal experiences of the hostages (coincidentally, Griffin President 

Murray Schwartz was aboard the hijacked plane).59  Independent producer Elliott Kastner 

disclosed that Erda and Jerry Gershwin would produce Assault on Entebbe, based on a 

script written before the event had even occurred.  Paramount Studios announced a 

vehicle based on an instant Bantam book, 90 Minutes at Entebbe, by Uri Dan and 

William Stevenson, which would be scripted and produced by Paddy Chayefsky and 

directed by Sidney Lumet.60  First Artists was preparing its Entebbe picture.  

International producers also poured in from Great Britain, South Africa and Europe.61  

CBS was planning a special news documentary for September and CBS Israel’s records 

division even proposed a music album honoring the Israeli Defense, called “Thanks to 

Zahal.”62  Several paperback books materialized instantaneously.63 

 The Israeli government was quickly inundated with requests from studios for 

exclusive cooperation in the production of an Entebbe project, but could only conceive of 
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supporting one production with the cooperation of the Israeli military, including the 

planes, equipment, bases and soldiers that took part in the rescue mission.  Joram 

Rosenfeld, Israeli Consul for economic affairs in Los Angeles, exclaimed, “The onrush 

has been tremendous.  Everybody wants exclusive cooperation.  The solution is not a 

simple one.”64  Although Israeli officials claimed that no studio had an inside track on 

exclusive cooperation, it soon became known that Ted Ashley, the chairman of Warner 

Bros., had traveled to Israel seeking government cooperation on the project. 65  The 

Warner Bros. drama, tentatively titled Operation Jonathan, was budgeted at $10-20 

million, and would be directed by Franklin Schaffner and star Steve McQueen as Israeli 

Brigadier General Dan Shomron.  In early August, Ashley signed an agreement with Ezra 

Sassoon, director of the light industries division, and the Israeli Film Center of the 

Ministry of Commerce and Industry, for exclusive assistance.66  According to the 

competitors, Ashley had used his connections within the Israeli government to win the 

contract over seven other major studios, sweetening the deal by offering to produce six 

more Warner Bros. projects in Israel over the three following years.67   

As with earlier instances of Israeli official film cooperation, preferential treatment 

came at a great price in terms of contractual obligations.  Since the Israeli government 

would only support one film, it would have to be successful (commercially and 

propagandistically).  Warner’s completed script had to be approved by the Israelis and 

would not contain anything deemed offensive to the state or military.68  One facile 

solution would be to acquire rights to Israeli books on the event, employ Israeli 

journalists as consultants and have Kenneth Ross (who had collaborated on Day of the 

Jackal and Black Sunday) write the script.69  But soon Warner ran up against a wall of 

military secrecy when it sought details on the rescue mission and the IDF and, despite 

contractual agreements with Warner Bros. that Israel would provide such information and 
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material, was denied access for security reasons.  Israel insisted that it had reserved the 

right to withhold certain top secret documents.  According to deputy director of the 

Israeli Film Center, Moshe Netanel, “Warner Brothers wanted all the documents, lock, 

stock and barrel.”70  

In addition, NBC had already beaten Warner to the draw with its Entebbe film, 

Raid on Entebbe. Originally planned as the most expensive telefilm ever made, to be shot 

in actual locations, Raid on Entebbe was produced instead in the U.S. during October 

1976, with the Stockton Complex, a California Army National Guard aviation support 

facility, standing in for the Ugandan airfield.  NBC was able to borrow equipment from 

the National Guard that was identical to that employed in the Israeli rescue mission for 

$400,000.71  However, to everyone’s surprise, ABC had outstripped them all with a top-

secret production announced only in late October 1976.  Within 20 days of the rescue 

mission, ABC had furtively sent researchers and writers to Israel, conducted interviews 

and then shot rapidly on tape at Burbank studios (instead of on film, as NBC did).72  

Victory at Entebbe was shot partly in Israel and in other locations (including Stockton for 

the Uganda airport).73 ABC would air its teledrama on November 13, 1976; NBC, on 

January 9, 1977.  In the end, Warner Bros. decided to scrap its project altogether on 

October 15, 1976.74  Why risk anymore investment on a troubled motion picture when the 

subject seemed to have been thoroughly exhausted on TV? 

One persistently truculent voice during the whole Warner Bros. fiasco was that of 

Menachem Golan, co-founder of the leading film production company in the Israel.  Born 

in the small town of Tiberias on May 31, 1929, Golan had been an avid moviegoer in his 

childhood.  He studied theatre at the Old Vic in London from 1951 to 1955, when he 

became a theatre director in Israel, introducing audiences to American plays, at the age of 

23.75  In 1960, Golan came to the U.S. as head of the motion picture, radio and television 

department of Israeli Embassy and decided to study filmmaking at City College of New 

                                                 
70 ‘Entebbe’ film canceled.  
71 Anderson, Jack E. (1977, January 9). NBC last up with ‘Entebbe’ entry. Miami Herald; Carmody, John. 
(1977, January 8). A star studded version of Entebbe. Washington Post. 
72 1st gander at Uganda via Wolper ‘Entebbe’ for ABC. (1976, October 27). Variety, p. 55. 
73 Simpson, Dean. (1976, December 12-18). Victory at Entebbe. The Fresno Bee, p. 3. 
74 Say Israel secrecy is reason why Warner drops “Entebbe.” 
75 Gallagher, John Andrew. (1989). Film directors on directing. New York: Praeger; Stanbrook, Alan. 
(1986). The boys From Tiberius. Sight and Sound 55(4): 234-238. 



 

163 
 

York.  Beginning in 1962, Golan worked as a driver, and later, as an assistant to 

independent producer Roger Corman.76  Golan then returned to Israel, where he joined up 

with his cousin, Yoram Globus, to create Noah Films, Ltd. in 1963.77  His cousin, 

Globus, had also grown up in the cinema (he had worked in the family-owned movie 

house outside Haifa), and having earned a business degree at Tel Aviv, he would head up 

the financial aspects of Noah.78  Noah’s initial output consisted of youth sex and 

exploitation films, but the venture would go on to produce three to four films a year for 

the local Israeli market, including some of its biggest domestic box office hits.79 

The cousins were also raised within the ideology of Zionism.  Their fathers were 

ardent Zionists, who had emigrated from Poland to Palestine in the 1920s and raised their 

families near the Syrian border.80  At 19, Golan fought in Israel’s 1948 War of 

Independence, first as a radio operator for Moshe Dayan, and later as an air force pilot. 

Born Menahem Globus, he changed his last name to “Golan” for “patriotic reasons” (i.e. 

to commemorate the capture of Golan Heights in 1967), after Prime minister David Ben 

Gurion recommended that Israelis to take Hebrew names.81  Golan would continue to 

participate in most of Israel’s subsequent wars and perceive the film world in terms of a 

siege mentality, viewing film production as another type of “making war.”  When a 

Cannon executive in London once requested an extension to his six day allotment to 

score a film, Golan contested, “We won a war in six days,” referring to the Six-Day War 

of 1967, in which Golan had also taken part.82  When discussing the prospect of financial 

losses for some high-budgeted Cannon films, Golan quoted former Israeli defense 

minister General Sharon, “You attack, you go two steps forward, and you retreat one step 

all the time. But you are always one step ahead.”83  Golan’s cousin, Globus, had also 
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served two years as an army officer in the Israeli Defense Force before studying 

business.84  

Having played a significant role in both Israel’s film industry and its military 

history, Golan was troubled that Warner Bros. should have an exclusive deal to lens the 

Entebbe story.  Golan had sent a writer from London to Tel Aviv one day after the 

Entebbe rescue mission, only to learn that the government had already exclusively 

endorsed Warner Bros.  According to Golan, “[…] There was considerable resentment 

about the choice of a foreign company over an Israeli company for a project to be filmed 

in Israel”85 However, after Warner Bros. dropped the project, Golan was tapped by the 

Israeli Film Center to take over the project.  Noah Films put its other productions on the 

back burner and threw itself into the preparation of Operation Thunderbolt (Mivtsa 

Yonatan) in October 1976 - scriptwriting, building of sets in Israel and casting Israeli 

actors. 

With full cooperation of the Israeli government and army, Golan worked closely 

Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and army personnel and invited families of officers to 

serve as consultants.  Noah Films would shoot the movie for $2.5 million, employing 

four crews simultaneously in Israel and Athens and casting some of the actual officials, 

hostages and troops in the film as themselves: sixteen of the Entebbe hostages appeared 

as extras in the movie and Defense Minister Shimon Peres reenacted his role in the 

crisis.86  Golan incessantly denigrated all other filmic treatments of the Entebbe affair, 

claiming that his was the sole survivor of 17 planned ventures: “[...] it is the only one. 

The others have been typical Hollywood fantasies.”87  Noah’s publicity one-sheets for 

Operation Thunderbolt flaunted, “Israelis did it - the Israelis tell it best. This film is being 

made with the cooperation of the Israeli Government.”88  

 Although Operation Thunderbolt was well received at Cannes and nominated for 

an Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film (losing out to Madame Rosa, a 

French film about a Holocaust survivor, directed by Israeli filmmaker Moshé Mizrahi), 
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U.S. distributors largely ignored the film - perhaps an indication of their disdain for 

Israel’s non-cooperation with Warner Bros. and Golan’s relentless gloating.89 

Nonetheless, the achievements of Operation Thunderbolt were fourfold: it brought Israeli 

cinema to international regard, promoted international co-production in Israel, made 

Golan and Globus a force to be reckoned with, and instigated a trend of counterterrorist 

action films stretching into late the 1980s.90  During the interim of 1978 and 1979, there 

was a substantial increase of domestic film production, with 25 Israeli films produced, as 

the Israeli government increased its subsidization of the film industry, partially to 

stimulate domestic production, but moreover to attract foreign co-productions with its 

cheap skilled labor, variety of locations and generous loans.  Gad Soen, director of the 

Israeli Film Center noted the decisive role that Golan played: Golan was, for all intents 

and purposes, “the film industry in Israel.”91 

 However, the inspiration of Operation Thunderbolt for many in the Israeli film 

industry was more a matter of process than content. Whereas the film’s production values 

and success in the international marketplace encouraged domestic production as a whole, 

the excitement with such national-heroic politics would be short-lived and eventually 

come to be perceived as simplistic, propagandistic, and outdated. This was especially the 

case with progressive Israeli film critics and the new wave of Israeli filmmakers, such as 

the Young Israeli Cinema (Kajitz), who were inclined to embrace the countercultural and 

leftist discourses of the late 1960s and 1970s, and were more interested in exploring 

political issues and social problems than national mythologies.92  Indeed, the Israeli 

media regularly held Golan responsible for the poor quality of the nation’s film 

industry.93 

Cannon Fodder 

As early as 1974, Golan and Globus began to initiate a production enterprise in 

the U.S. under AmeriEuro Pictures Corp., recognizing that the U.S. had a greater 
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exhibition potential with its 15,000 theatres and that Hollywood films had more appeal in 

the world market.94  As Golan later saw it, Operation Thunderbolt had firmly established 

Noah Films in Israel, but Israel was “too small” of a country and it was now time to move 

his business to Hollywood: “There aren’t enough theaters to cover the costs of making 

movies. We had to sell them outside the country.”95  Indeed, the rate of inflation and 

economic conditions in the late 1970s made it impossible to recover money on films only 

distributed in the Israeli home market.96  However, Hollywood not only provided a 

platform for breaking into international film distribution; with the turn toward national-

heroic politics in U.S. during the late 1970s, Hollywood promised a more fertile ground 

than Israel for the marketing and reception of Golan’s hawkish action films.97 

 Golan and Globus moved to Hollywood in 1979.  The two initially had limited 

capital due to regulations following a currency crisis in Israel, which barred them from 

taking money out of their native country.98  However, Golan and Globus soon looked into 

Cannon Group of New York, a minor production company that held distribution of some 

60 films, most of which were drive-in and exploitation movies, such as Happy Hooker 

Goes to Washington (1977), Blood Legacy (1971) and Cauldron of Blood (1971). 99
  They 

struck a deal with Cannon, whereby they would sell Cannon movies in Europe’s ancillary 

video market, and in return, earn a 20 percent sales commission in company shares.  

Having earned $1 million in commissions, the two bought controlling shares of Cannon 

(37 percent of its stock) for $350,000.100   

Within the next five years, Golan and Globus transformed the Cannon film library 

into a cash cow, in time churning out their own inexpensively produced sex and violence 

films for foreign markets, and finally, serialized “schlock,” such as Breakin’ (1984), 

Death Wish (1974), The Exterminator (1980), and Missing in Action (1984).  Whereas 
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Cannon’s profits in 1980 amounted to $8,000, by 1986 Cannon revenues were estimated 

at nearly $150 million.  Cannon stock rose from around 20 cents in 1979 to $7.25 in 1983 

to $38 a share by 1986.101  However, Cannon’s on-paper “success” was largely owing to 

questionable accounting practices including the frequent overestimation of film revenues 

and bizarre amortization of film costs; by the late 1980s the company would be the object 

of SEC inquiry and injunction.102   

What success Cannon did have was derived from a formula of financing 

productions that Golan and Globus had mastered back in Israel: by exploiting contacts in 

Europe and Israel, they would pre-license 50 percent of their films’ theatrical and 

ancillary rights before production, thus minimizing the risks of film financing.103  

Whereas Hollywood studios generally rented films to foreign exhibitors and then divided 

the revenues from ticket sales, Golan and Globus would contract their movies for a flat 

fee to foreign exhibitors, (typically, about $2 million was raised per film from foreign 

sales), then would turn the contracts over to Credit Lyonnais as collateral for loans; 

Golan and Globus would also make individual arrangements with videocassette 

distributors, pay cable and syndicated television. 104   

Cannon would then cut every corner (including using non-union labor, hazardous 

working conditions, deferred cast salaries, runaway production and overseas film 

printing) to punch out pictures for under $5 million a piece, at a time when average 

industry productions ran at $10-$15 million. 105  For instance, their 1984 break-dance 

film, Breakin’, was shot for only $1.5 million, but grossed approximately $40 million.106  

Missing in Action (1985) was shot for $3 million and took in $28 million.107  In 1985, for 

$70 million Cannon made 18 films.108  Because Cannon accumulated substantial capital 
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from pre-licensing, they might profit even before a U.S. release, and if a film bombed, 

they claimed to just about break even.109 

 By the mid-1980s, Cannon was cutting more lucrative deals with network and 

cable television.  It was working with networks to produce television mini-series.110 It 

was making a $100 million pact with Viacom’s Showtime, Movie Channel and Heron 

Communications, giving the pay cable and video company exclusive video and television 

rights to Cannon films.111  Cannon also had been buying up theatrical circuits, which 

would free the company from its dependency upon the major distributors and guarantee 

exhibition of its schlock - by means of resurrecting vertical integration.112  In Great 

Britain, it bought the Star, Lew Grade’s Classic and Screen Entertainment Ltd. chains (39 

percent of all the movie theaters in the UK) for roughly $300 million;113 In Italy, the 53 

theater Gaumont chain, for $11 million;  In the U.S., the 425 theater Commonwealth 

chain for $24.5 million;114 In West Germany, 50 percent control of Scotia International 

Filmverleih. 115  Theatre acquisition also allowed Cannon to turn frozen currency into 

exhibition chains; rather than repatriate U.S. dollars stashed in Netherland Antilles tax 

havens and pay U.S. taxes, Cannon bought theatre chains in abroad, such as the 32 

cinemas of Rank-Tuschinski in Holland. 116  By 1986, Cannon controlled over 3,300 

cinemas in England, Holland, Italy and Germany.117  Such theatre exposure would in turn 

increase the marketability of Cannon films in ancillary markets such as cable TV and 

videocassettes.118 Cannon’s pre-licensing and distribution system was facilitated by its 
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dealing with mostly action films, the type of B-film fare for which the ancillary market 

and off-peak exhibition had an insatiable craving.119 

Reaganite Cinema 

It was, after all, a period coterminous with the inauguration of Ronald Reagan, 

when the Hollywood action genre saw a renaissance of social conservatism and racism, 

perhaps motivated by a perceived resurgence of patriotism in the U.S. populace, but 

moreover by the Reaganite revival of anti-Communist militarism.120  The move to the 

right was one of the political elite, not the masses; cultural industries were waging class 

war against the people.121 Augured by the spectacles of the late 1970s (Star Wars, Rocky) 

and early 1980s (Indiana Jones), Reaganite cinema was characterized by regression to 

infantile fantasy, hyperbolic fears of fascism and nuclear holocaust, the restoration of the 

father and the fetishism of military technology and special effects.122   

Andrew Britton’s seminal essay, “Blissing Out: The Politics of Reaganite 

Entertainment,” describes the central tendencies of Reaganite cinema in terms of wish-

fulfillment as a fictional structure that validates itself as natural and inevitable through 

the viewer’s appropriate “choral support” of the feelings evoked, thus impeding the 

viewer’s ability to refer to anything outside the text.123  Reaganite cinema appealed to the 

needs and desires produced by real historical conditions (the Manichean weltanschauung 

accompanied by political upheaval, a national recession and the restoration of Cold War 

ideology), but resolved such tensions in reactionary terms of “make-believe” and 

“entertainment,” reaffirming viewers through a series of metaphors of disavowal.  On the 

one hand, Reaganite cinema hearkened back to bygone age of patriarchy, family values 

and global prestige. On the other, it looked forward to military technocracy, a real star 

wars and global empire: “the discourse of a computerized Victoriana [which] offers both 

an escape from the real and an accommodation with it.”124  

                                                 
119 Ansen; Bernstein; Verniere, James. (1986, February 16). “Schlock” film paying tab for quality. Boston 

Herald. 
120 Kellner, Douglas. (1991, Spring). Film, politics, and ideology: reflections on Hollywood film in the age 
of Reagan. Velvet Light Trap 27: 9-24. 
121 Nelson, C., and George, H. (1995). White racism and “The Cosby show”: a critique. The Black Scholar 

25(2): 60. 
122 Wood, Robin. (1986). Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan. New York: Columbia University Press. 
123 Britton. 
124 Ibid. 9. 



 

170 
 

Britton likens the Reaganite cinema to a comic strip version of reality, in which 

traditional Gothic notions of an “evil” produced and reified by culture and in persistent 

dialectical relation to “good” is reduced to a metaphysical presence which antedates 

human existence and takes possession of individuals.  Evil becomes an externalized force 

that invades and penetrates an idyllic goodness - the infallible America and its righteous, 

unassailable institutions.  “Good” is the naturalized role of the U.S. defending the free 

world via technological militarism; evil is the anxiety of technology placed in the hands 

of some foreign entity.  

In investigating reactionary allusions of E.T. (1982) and Superman (1978), Britton 

seemed to flinch at fully contemplating a central development in Reaganite cinema - its 

increasing topicality:  

To dramatise the politics of the new right seriously would be to run the 

risk, under present conditions, either of exposing their incoherence or of 

stimulating the very anxieties which it is the film’s function to lay to 

rest.125 

Yet, Britton somewhat underestimated the potential of a chauvinistic Hollywood cinema, 

wherein the Real could be referenced topically in concert with wish-fulfillment and 

psychic displacement.  As the U.S. increasingly saw itself the victim of the monstrous 

Other in an age of terror, a reactionary cinema would reference a series of international 

incidents with topical and visual realism, while reinventing simplistic and preferred 

narrative outcomes to complex geopolitical issues.  In fact, at the height of Reaganite 

hegemony, the echo chamber of print journalism and broadcast media succeeded in 

concretizing right-wing discourses in forms of misremembered nostalgia and forms 

“acting out” against an imagined other, and while patronizingly indexing (but 

increasingly marginalizing) competing national discourses, it ultimately privileged a toxic 

form of militaristic patriotism.  

Visions of militaristic patriotism became far more topical from First Blood (1982) 

to Top Gun (1986) and could be assured box office success.126  The patriotic and 
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militaristic action film, such as Missing in Action, Red Dawn (1984), Uncommon Valor 

(1983), Rocky IV (1985), Rambo II (1985), and Invasion U.S.A. (1985), became a leading 

genre of the 1980s.127  Most of these films contained the fundamental qualities of 

Reaganite cinema: regression to infantile fantasy (covert rescue missions of imaginary 

POW’s in Vietnam, Russia or the Middle East or revenge fantasies), hyperbolic fears of 

fascism and nuclear holocaust (Third World and Soviet invaders with nuclear bombs), the 

restoration of the father (idealized patriotic soldiers and homoerotic bonding), and the 

fetishism of special effects (spectacular pyrotechnics and military technofetishism).   

The progression from metaphoric to topical was a prolonged process that began 

with the Iranian Revolution of 1979, but flourished significantly in the period from 

Reagan’s “Evil Empire” speech to the National Association of Evangelicals in 1983 to 

the bombing of Tripoli and Benghazi in Libya in 1986.128  The “evil empire” was, of 

course, the Soviet Union, which according to the Sterling thesis was the vanguard of a 

broad conspiracy of “international terrorism,” actively funding and stirring up proxy 

terror around the world.129  Despite Sterling’s dubious thesis, informed by right-wing 

publications and CIA blowback sources, and The Terror Network’s negative scholarly 

reviews,130 it was a fashionable among the Reagan administration intelligentsia in the 

early 1980s and much touted in the pages of the New York Times.131  CIA director, 

William Casey, described Sterling’s book to CIA intelligence officers: “I paid $13.95 for 

this and it told me more than you bastards whom I pay $50,000 a year.”132 
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A number of intellectuals from psychoanalyst Glen Gabbard to film critic Peter 

Biskind saw Reaganite ideology as an embodiment of the “paranoid style” in U.S. 

politics: “the existence of a vast, insidious, preternaturally effective international 

conspiratorial network designed to  perpetrate acts of the most fiendish character,” 

according to Richard Hofstadter’s classic 1965 essay.133  Whereas the last peak of 

paranoid ideology had flourished in the anti-Soviet McCarthyism of 1950s, the 1980s 

return of the paranoid was characterized by Arab, Asian and Russian stereotypes and 

fears of invasion.  Strongly reminiscent of fascist popular culture of 1930s Nazism, 

topical Reaganite texts obsessed over the distrust of liberal government, “stab-in-the-

back” theories of Vietnam and an erwachen (“wake-up call”) to rural America in the 

form of Ubermensch outsider-heroes.  Industry experts were beginning to recognize an 

alarming trend in subject matter and when asked what films studios want, were most 

likely to reply, “Chauvinism […] right-wing movies wherein America rewrites its own 

history.”134 

Reaganite ideology was founded upon the trauma. Thus, the formulation of 1980s 

Israeli, Palestinian and U.S. identities might help us to understand and even resolve 

political conflicts – from the “War on Terror” to the Israeli-Palestine conflict – that arise 

from traumatic events. Berger furnishes examples of Israeli (medieval pogroms, 

Holocaust, Arab aggression), Palestinian (Crusades, Zionist aggression) and U.S. 

(Vietnam, 9/11) traumas, making the case that through transference and acting out, Israel 

fights Communist/Nazi/Palestine and Palestinians fight U.S./European 

imperialism/Israelis. 135  In this way, “conflicts continue in the present and often 

compound the effects of past traumas.”136  Berger suggests that trauma studies and 

psychoanalysis, especially theories articulated by LaCapra, can be another productive 

approach to understanding political violence between the Western and Middle Eastern 

society in Reaganite ideology.  
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Dominick LaCapra has examined historical traumas, such as the Holocaust, and 

trauma’s lasting consequences.  In unmastered trauma, the victim is often “haunted” by 

the original event and caught up in a compulsive repetition.  LaCapra describes two 

psychoanalytic forms of remembering traumatic events: “acting out” (melancholy) and 

“working through” (mourning).137
  The remembrance of traumatic events that are 

“charged with emotion and value” is likely to involve “transference,” or “the tendency to 

repeat or reenact performatively in one’s own discourse or relations processes active in 

the object of study.”138  Working through, on the other hand, is a process in which the 

individual seeks to attain “critical distance on a problem.”139  Working through is not a 

panacea toward traumatic closure, but it certainly does enable one to distinguish between 

the experience that overwhelmed him/her and his/her present life. 

Žižek posits that embodiments of “evil” are really the symptoms of western 

military excess and acting out.140 One key ideological structural excess was the 

overidentification with the military power system via a cinema that repeatedly fails to 

recognize that terrorism is not the remnant of some barbaric past, but the necessary 

outcome of western power itself.  As power generates its own excess, it has to annihilate 

this excess in the domain of secret operations. Žižek calls the “war on terror” a form of 

acting out; it functions as an act whose true aim is to lull us into the falsely secure 

conviction that nothing has really changed. Abstraction is inscribed into a very real 

situation and terrorism is simply a counterpoint to this warfare.  Instead of acting out, one 

should seek direct confrontation with obscene racist fantasies, such as counterterrorism 

discourses circulated in the public space.   

The Delta Force 

Following Operation Thunderbolt in 1977 and Golan and Globus’ migration to 

the U.S. in 1979, Cannon was responsible for dozens of runaway productions in Israel 

and frequently encouraged other U.S. filmmakers to shoot there.  Because of rampant 

inflation in Israel, U.S. film producer could make a film in Israel at a fraction of what it 

would cost in the states (e.g. a film at $6 million in that states could be shot for $1.6 
                                                 
137 LaCapra, Dominick. (2001). Writing history, writing trauma, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press). 
138 Ibid. 36. 
139 Ibid. 133-134. 
140 Žižek, Slavoj. (2002). Welcome to the desert of the real. New York: Verso. 



 

174 
 

million in Israel).141  In most Israeli films of the 1980s, the derogatory portrayal of Arabs 

had changed dramatically, yet Golan would continue the traditional Israeli image of the 

Arab monster.  The Ambassador (1984), shot on location in the occupied West Bank, 

portrays the Middle East as a “powder keg ready to explode,” and Robert Mitchum as a 

U.S. ambassador to Israel, who seeks to resolve tensions between Palestinians and 

Israelis.  The Ambassador bombed in its theatrical release, but picked up sales on 

syndicated, cable and ancillary markets.142  In Hell Squad (1985), a troupe of Las Vegas 

showgirls are trained as covert commandos and assigned to liberate the son of a U.S. 

ambassador, who is being held by wicked Palestinian terrorists, who wish to exchange 

their hostage for top-secret plans to build an “ultra neutron bomb.”143 

However, it was a relationship with right-wing action hero and screenwriter 

Chuck Norris that heralded Cannon’s most representative expression of militaristic, 

counterterror cinema.  Norris, a former Korean War veteran and middle weight world 

karate champion, had been a personal trainer to Steve McQueen and worked his way 

from file clerk at aerospace and defense conglomerate Northrop to bit parts in action 

films.144  In 1983, Norris and director Lance Hool were trying to find a producer for a 

Vietnam POW rescue film and joined up with Cannon to make Missing in Action I & II 

back-to-back in the Philippines.145  Based on the popular success of Missing in Action 

films, Cannon cut an exclusive six picture deal with Norris.146  The first film, Invasion 

U.S.A., a $13 million thriller shot in Atlanta, GA, portrayed a hodgepodge of terrorist 

types, ranging from Asian to Arab to Latino, which invade the Florida coastline and 

ramble across the state, causing mayhem from the suburbs of Miami to the shopping 

malls of Atlanta.  Having the leader of the terrorist group, Rostov, coded as Russian is 
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certainly evocative of the Sterling thesis; the film was inspired by Norris’s reading of 

Reader’s Digest tripe about hundreds of terrorists circulating within the U.S.147 

Preproduction of The Delta Force 

Since the beginning of 1985, Norris had been developing a second picture for 

Cannon entitled The Delta Force, which purportedly was to portray U.S. counterterrorist 

commandos liberating a hijacked tourist bus in Israel.148  Advance reports from Cannes in 

early May suggested that the project would team up Norris as ex-CIA agent and Charles 

Bronson as a former Green Beret, would be directed by Joseph Zito, and funded by $12 

million of a special Wall Street investment package;149 Cannon’s advertisements at 

Cannes advised, “Start building bigger theaters.”150 The following week, similar 

announcements were made from the production office of Norris’s Invasion U.S.A. in 

Atlanta, GA.151 

However, fate changed the focal point considerably after Norris witnessed 

television coverage of the TWA Flight 847 hijacking from June 14-30, 1985.152  This true 

story inspired Norris and Golan set to work on a new script, preparing the story and 

working out structure as the TWA hostage situation unfolded from Athens to Rome and 

an American military diver, Robert Stethem, was shot and his corpse thrown from the 

plane at the Beirut airport.153  As the U.S. Delta Force squad was sent to Cyprus to 

prepare for a rescue mission, Norris and Golan waited anxiously for Reagan’s go-
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ahead;154 but in the end, Reagan called off the U.S. Delta Force and Israel held 

negotiations and released 750 Palestinian and Lebanese political prisoners in exchange 

for the release of hostages. Crestfallen, Norris howled to attentive media that the United 

States was getting a “wimpy image” abroad and becoming a “paper tiger” in the Middle 

East, because of “our passive approach to terrorism.” Norris suggested that he would 

have handled the TWA hijacking by, “send[ing] the Delta Force immediately.”155 

Norris also informed Golan that he planned to go ahead make a movie in which 

Delta Force brings the situation to an end though a heroic rescue mission.  Golan agreed 

with Norris – just as Sylvester Stallone was rewriting Vietnam in a way patriotic 

Americans wanted it – so too Norris and Golan would rewrite the TWA hijacking.156  

Golan, recognizing the patriotic mood in the U.S. since the 1984 Olympics, assessed a 

probable market and target audience for such a Canon production: “I’m convinced the 

film will arouse a feeling of total identification and great national pride in American 

audiences.”157  Thus, the new screenplay for The Delta Force would be developed as 

roughly identical to news media reports of the TWA hijacking, but then the story would 

be fictionalized to resolve the hijacking through an aggressive redemption fantasy (an 

acting out), replete with covert military attacks on Arab strongholds in Beirut by the 

special U.S. army strike force, Delta.  For Norris, writing the screenplay would confuse 

regressive acting out with more therapeutic forms of traversing fantasy: 

There’s a lot of frustration in America. Our government isn’t going to do anything 

about terrorism. At least [people] can go to a movie for a couple of hours and see 

a positive side to this thing and leave the theatre feeling better than when they 

went in there. I think it has a therapeutic effect. I know it did for me. It’s one way 

for me to retaliate. The only thing that would have been better would be to have 

[the terrorists] in a room alone for 10 minutes, but unfortunately that won’t 
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happen. I made the movie to do what everyone … would like to have been done. 

That’s entertainment. People need to feel this.158 

Acting as the producer, Golan was not about to let such a film lose its topicality through 

delayed production; he was a crass opportunist, who presently had been rushing 

Bronson’s vigilante picture, Death Wish III (1985), through production to ensure that the 

film would be released by early fall 1985, just in time to cash in on the Bernhard Goetz 

trial (Goetz shot four teenagers in New York subway in an act of citizen vigilantism on 

December 22, 1984).159  Thus, Golan scuttled the production of The Delta Force from its 

initial January 1986 start date, to September 18, 1985 for a Christmas release.160  By the 

middle of July, 1985, Israeli producer Ronny Yakov was sent from the Los Angeles 

Cannon headquarters back to Tel Aviv to initiate preproduction.161  Norris had also 

wrapped the Atlanta, GA production of Invasion U.S.A. and was now prepared to throw 

his energies into The Delta Force.162 By the end the next week, Cannon had brought in 

James Bruner to lend a hand in scripting the film, and Bruner helped hammer out a draft 

by August 15, 1985.163 

Casting swiftly followed. Bronson, citing schedule conflicts (but, perhaps, also 

being upstaged by Norris in the show), ducked out and Lee Marvin was selected for the 

role of former green beret, Col. Nick Alexander.164 Golan himself was to direct the film, 

although there was for a short period rumor that Samuel Fuller was helming.165 By mid-

September casting was complete; Robert Forster had signed on as the head Shi’ite 

terrorist, Abdul; Golan would select Israeli actors to play the additional hijackers.  Bo 

Svenson was cast as the TWA pilot, and for transnational appeal, German actress Hanna 

Schygulla would emulate the role of the true-life TWA 727 flight attendant, Uli 
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Derickson.166  Finally, Joey Bishop, Lainie Kazan, George Kennedy, Martin Balsam, 

Kim Delaney, Susan Strasberg, Shelley Winters and Paul Sorvino joined up to participate 

as the hostages, an ensemble casting which suggested that The Delta Force would handle 

its victimology in terms familiar to the disaster genre.167 

Since the narrative realism of The Delta Force screenplay was considerably 

shaped by portrayals of the hijacking crisis in U.S. network evening newscast coverage, 

which was itself highly chauvinistic, melodramatic and reactive,168 it is not surprising that 

the film tends to focus on the plight of hostages and their families and U.S. military 

reactions and threats to international terrorism, while scarcely giving any serious 

consideration to Shi’ite demands, Lebanese history and political culture, or the actual 

functioning of Israeli and U.S. diplomacy during the TWA hijacking affair.  Many 

reviewers initially referred the beginning of The Delta Force as “factual” or 

“docudrama,” yet the portrayal of events and specific actions of the hijackers and the 

hostages in the screenplay are largely conjectural, and furthermore, manipulated toward 

acting out obvious sympathies and identifications.   

The terrorists are continually qualified as “hurried,” “alarming,” “sweating 

profusively,” and cursing in Arabic with no subtitles (although it is known that the TWA 

hijackers spoke in German); the elderly men and women are gentle and sympathetic, and 

indeed, still traumatized by the Jewish Holocaust of some forty years before; small 

children are made to ask their parents why, “Is it better to be Jewish?”169 U.S. servicemen 

are portrayed as attractive to young women (especially Israeli servicewomen) and kind to 

admiring children; the U.S. Delta Force is given an especially heroic portrayal.  Such 

panegyrics contradict the fact that the real Delta Force had largely been a failure: the 
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rescue mission in Iran was botched, an experiment at Grenada was a catastrophe after 

Cubans quickly spotted parachutists, the storming of a Pan American flight during a 

Karachi hijacking failed, and Army Special Operations Forces were presently under 

investigation for misuse and laundering of $150 million in government “black” funds.170  

Golan admitted that Delta Force did not, “have the kind of glory that we give them in the 

movie.”171   

 In order to show that Delta Force will get the job done this time, the screenplay 

is compelled to open with a reenactment of the bungled April 1980 Iranian rescue attempt 

of 53 American embassy hostages, in which eight Delta commandos died in the desert 

when a C-130 transport plane collided with the U.S. rescue helicopter.  Director Golan, 

“wanted to begin Delta Force with the disaster in Iran, because that was the turning point 

in America’s policy on terrorism. The American people were furious when they realized 

that the U.S. had become completely powerless against fanatics.”172  The scene also 

introduces Major Scott McCoy’s (Norris) disenchanted departure from the force (“It’s the 

goddamn Vietnam war all over again. Politicians do the planning …while we do the 

dying […] because of some assholes in Washington”).  The “stab-in-back” mentality is 

exploited to establish that in Delta Force’s next terrorist challenge, McCoy will come out 

of retirement to defend “his boys” from bureaucratic vacillation and wrangling.   

Norris and Golan suggested in many interviews that the U.S. should adopt Israel’s 

approach to counterterrorism.173  In the screenplay, Delta Force lands in Israel and meets 

Raffi Amir of Mossad.  In an Israeli army mess hall, Col. Nick Alexander (Marvin) tells 

the Israeli commandos, “You people have had a hell of a lot of experience with this kind 

of thing.”  After providing the Delta Force commandos with weapons from a Mossad 

research and development lab and several Israeli commandos to aide in the rescue, Raffi 
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tells them, “I wish I was going with you.” Alexander replies, “You guys had your chance. 

It’s time we had ours.”174 

For technical assistance, military equipment and logistics, Golan collaborated 

closely with the Israeli government and received full cooperation from the Israeli 

Ministry of Defense, including Yitzhak Rabin’s and Ariel Sharon’s assistance.  For these 

services, Cannon would pay nearly $175,000 and make a generous contribution to the 

Association of the Soldier.175  Israeli intelligence offered advice on aspects of the 

screenplay.176  The Israeli Air Force would provide sophisticated air-power, such as 

Hercules transport aircraft and GH-53 helicopters, which were decorated with U.S. flags 

and the Delta Force logo.177  The IDF would loan out Colt firearms and mini Uzzi 

machine guns for the Delta Force characters; the Shi’ite characters would be equipped 

with Kalashnikov AK47s, Czech V2 rifles, mortars and RPG anti-tank rockets 

confiscated by Israelis during active service in Lebanon. 178  Among the 40 extras 

recruited to play Delta Force commandos were Israeli Special Services counterterrorism 

officers. 

 After noticing Cannon’s publicity for the film prior to production in late August 

1985, Don Baruch of U.S. Department of Defense Public Affairs office commented to the 

San Francisco Chronicle that no one from Cannon had contacted him about technical 

assistance and that the Pentagon would most likely not be able to cooperate, due to the 

agency’s secrecy: “It will have to be fictionalized and based on conjecture.” As another 

Pentagon source put it, “We don’t get into the who or the what about [Delta Force].”179 

However, Cannon ended up recruiting a retired veteran of the U.S. Army Special Forces, 

Capt. Jim Monaghan, as technical adviser.  The level of assistance from the Pentagon to 

Cannon is not exactly clear, but it appears that Monaghan visited actor Lee Marvin at his 

home near Tucson, Arizona and then traveled to Tel Aviv, serving as a liaison, and 

eventually providing weapons and leaking secret information about U.S. Delta Force.180  
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 Delta Force would make available “rapid attack vehicles” – heavily armed dune 

buggies outfitted with sophisticated radio gear, a grenade launcher and M-60 guns, which 

were developed by Chenowth racing products of San Diego for the U.S. Army.  

According to Monaghan, the vehicles had never before been seen on film. Also provided 

was a specially designed Delta Force reconnaissance motorcycle, with 9mm sub-machine 

guns on the handles, rocket pods mounted on the frame and a special silencing muffler, 

with which Chuck Norris could dispatch “terrorists” in the screenplay’s finale.181  But 

apparently, having both Israeli and Pentagon assistance proved too much, as respective 

officials contradicted one another over the technical “realism” of U.S. special operations 

while advising the filmmakers.  Israeli counterterror experts ridiculed Monaghan’s advice 

and reminded him that the U.S. Delta Force had thus far been a failure. Golan chided 

him, “We are Israelis. Don’t teach us how to fight.”182 After three weeks Monaghan left 

the set; so much for the “real” Delta Force.  Actor Paul Sorvino also left due to “creative 

differences” with Golan.183 

 Shooting of The Delta Force 

  The film began production on September 18, 1985 and was shot almost 

completely in Israel, where Golan and crew could replicate nearly any Middle Eastern 

location or ethnic character.184 Budgeted at $8 million, The Delta Force was then the 

largest feature film ever shot on location in Israel.  With a 250 member crew and 1000 

extras for 10 weeks of production, the film surpassed the historical Exodus production of 

1959.185   

 Golan was still writing the movie as it was being filmed.186  Shooting began 

with scenes portraying the opening of the script, the plane and Shi’ite hijacking. Golan 

did not think that the Greek government would give him permission to shoot at the 

Athens airport, so the opening exterior scenes there were shot guerrilla (without 

permission).  Golan bought a second-hand Boeing 707 aircraft to recreate the TWA 

airliner.  To avoid pending lawsuits from TWA, who had discovered Golan’s intentions 
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to recreate the hijacking, the title of the airline in the film was changed to “American 

Travelways” (ATW 282) with a logo not unlike that of TWA.187  Ben Gurion airport at 

Tel Aviv would stand in for Beirut, while the airport at Jerusalem would be Algiers.188  

For over two months, Golan’s ATW, in which exterior and interior scenes hijack scenes 

were shot, was parked on a two acre field at Ben Gurion International.   

The aircraft was registered in order to allow filmed landings, aerial shots and 

takeoffs.  On Saturdays, when the airport closed for the Sabbath, the terminal was open to 

the film crew, along with the control tower, hangar and several runways.  Shooting 

interiors in the plane created a claustrophobic sensation, which actress Shelley Winters 

described as, “terrifyingly realistic.” Martin Balsam discussed the scene: “We learned 

what puts terror in the word terrorism. One thing’s for sure, I’m not looking forward to 

the flight home.”189  Golan felt that, “no other setting could have reproduced the 

claustrophobic terror of innocent people being trapped by killers in midair.”190  To make 

the passengers on the plane appear at all times to be perspiring and in intense horror, 

director Golan carried about a water spray gun.  It just happened that while Golan and 

crew was shooting the hostage scenes at Tel Aviv in early October, the Achille Lauro, an 

Italian ship-liner, was hijacked by four men representing the Palestine Liberation Front. 

The crew was having a hard time making believe. Winters explained, “It’s difficult to act 

like we’re worried about ourselves at a time like this, when other lives may be at 

stake.”191 Golan and Globus, already considering a sequel, joked about the Achille Lauro, 

“That’s Delta Force II.”192 

 Completing the recording at the remote section of Ben Gurion/Lod Airport in 

mid-October, shooting next turned to sequences with Norris and Marvin and the 

commando unit.  To simulate the failed Iranian Desert rescue, the sequence was shot in 

Palmahim, an Israeli coastal area characterized by its wind swept sand dunes.  Over 100 

actors and extras were used.  Several cranes hoisted clusters of powerful lights into the air 

to illuminate the nighttime scene and twenty foot towers were erected to hold five 
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cameras to film the master shot.  Two burning helicopters were also needed for the scene, 

so an old wreck was bought and burned to the ground.  Another helicopter was blown up 

by the special effects crew.  For Norris’s counterterrorist showdown, the ancient city of 

Jaffa, with its distinctly Middle Eastern character, stood in for Beirut.  While filming the 

attack and chase scenes with deafening shooting and explosions, the crew traumatized the 

normally quiet city.  Switchboards were jammed for hours on the first few nights as 

anxious residents imagined outbreak of war.  In the finale, when the production crew 

blew up an abandoned school and illuminated the entire sky with fire, a French 

ambassador to Israel, standing on a roof nearby, waved his binoculars, shouting, perhaps 

in jest, “Vive la Force Delta!”  

Postproduction, Distribution and Reception of The Delta Force 

Production wrapped on November 26, 1985.  Typically, a big-budget film 

requires four to six months of post-production work, however, in a feverish pace of 80 

days, The Delta Force was edited, mixed, scored and marketed for a February 14, 1986 

release.  “We had a very good team of editors,” Golan explains, “and we knew that with 

each day we were losing impact, losing the feeling in the streets about terrorism. We 

thought this is a movie that has to do with a momentum, and if it’s not out immediately, it 

will probably turn into just another movie.”193 A week and a half after postproduction 

was finished, the film opened in 1700 theaters across North America, again the widest 

release of any Cannon feature to date.194 One-sheets for the film portrayed Chuck Norris 

and Lee Marvin staring at the reader, unloading their machine gunfire, while helicopters 

and Delta Force special operations troops raced across the desert floor after Arabs. The 

tagline read, “The Siege…The Ordeal… The Rescue.”195 Foreign releases were planned 

for February and March 1986.196   

Critical reaction to the film was wildly negative; some derided the film for 

exploiting tragic events for profit.  Golan retorted that cashing in means also pleasing 

people: “Let me explain to you exploitation films. You call them exploitation films. I call 

them crowd-pleasers.  People are coming there to release frustrations to sit on the edge of 
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their seat. I make movies for the mass audience as much as possible.”197  Golan was 

looking to cash in on sequels, video sales and a television series. Catching the wave of 

licensing, Golan even hoped that The Delta Force would be able to expand into the toy 

market.  Ever since Rambo became one of the first rated R films with action figures and 

cartoon licensing by Coleco, there was a perceived licensing potential for militaristic 

action themes and heroes.  Golan and Norris were penning licensing deals with Kenner 

for a Chuck Norris karate champ and Coleco for The Delta Force action figures.198 

According to industry wonk David Leibowitz, such action figures, “exude[d] patriotism 

and all that’s right with America.”199 

Other film reviewers called The Delta Force, “cinematic moral stench” and 

“vomitous” propaganda for continued American support of Israel and right-wing military 

agendas.200 Condemnation was brought upon the film by Arab interest groups, who 

objected to its stereotypes and monstrous portrayal of Arabs.201 The American-Arab Anti-

Discrimination Committee, an advocacy group with 60 chapters across the U.S. and 

Canada began to picket theaters showing The Delta Force.  The ADC was considering 

producing a documentary on Arab stereotyping. On February 22, 1986, while Cannon 

hosted a black tie party at its new office building in Los Angeles, “scores” of ADC 

protesters held a candle-light vigil outside and distributed circulars protesting Cannon as 

“Israeli hawks” and The Delta Force as, “cruel anti-Arab propaganda, fomenting hate, 

inciting violence.”202  Vision International Productions head, Richard Haboush, lead the 

protest, which had spontaneously developed in the Arab American community. Golan 

responded that The Delta Force was not an anti-Arab movie, but an anti-terrorist movie.  

Attending the black tie party was Tom Bradley, mayor of Los Angeles; Bradley on the 

whole ignored the Arab American demonstrators.  U.S. Senator James Abourzek (D-

S.D.), who had founded ADC in 1980, described the political origins of the climate: 
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“Reagan has initiated a campaign of demagoguery unequaled against any other group of 

people. He really has made it very tough for us.”203 

Iron Eagle 

Whereas The Delta Force was produced by a company with deep ideological 

roots in Zionism and a creative relationship with a U.S. right-wing action movie star, Iron 

Eagle evolved from mass entertainment into a superpatriot venture directly influenced by 

Texas oil money.  Ultimately, both films were shaped by cooperation with the Israeli 

Defense Force.  The screenplay for Iron Eagle (originally entitled Junior Eagle) was co-

written by screenwriter Kevin Elders and Canadian director Sidney Furie.  Furie’s hit and 

miss career had led to considerable critical skepticism concerning his taste and artistic 

judgment.204  The story idea was rooted in Furie’s Cold War Kindertraum, in which a 

youngster envisions, “stealing a fighter plane and going off to knock off some bad guys, 

or some bad country with it.”205  It was to be a Saturday matinee about a boy, Doug, 

whose father, Ted Masters, is an Air Force pilot shot down over a Middle Eastern country 

and taken hostage.  When U.S. politicians appear to be doing nothing to liberate of his 

father, the boy joins up with a retired Air force officer, Chappy, and commandeers U.S. 

Air Force F-16 jets to rescue his dad.  Furie admitted, “…to write and direct this kind of 

movie, you’ve got to still be part child.”206  Indeed, the working title and original 

conception of the script is telling of the wish-fulfillment, make-believe, infantilization so 

characteristic of the Reaganite cinema, in which the U.S. is, “exonerated from the 

monster that stands in its midst, and the child itself is construed as the innocent victim of 

a hideous destiny.”207   

Preproduction of Iron Eagle 

The script was conceived during the feel-good, patriotic summer of the 1984 U.S. 

Olympiad (which was boycotted by the Soviet Union, Libya and Iran),208 but Iron Eagle 
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seems to have been inspired by one international event in particular:  On December 4, 

1983, a U.S. aircraft conducting air strikes on Beirut was shot down by Syrian anti-

aircraft fire; one naval pilot, Mark A. Lange, died, and the other, Robert O. Goodman, Jr., 

ejected and was taken captive, becoming the first U.S. prisoner of war since the end of 

the Vietnam conflict.  Donald Rumsfeld was dispatched to Syria to conduct negotiations 

regarding the ongoing war in Lebanon, but curiously was under explicit orders to avoid 

mentioning Goodman’s name in the talks.  Consequentially, Goodman was held captive 

in Syria for nearly a month before Rev. Jesse Jackson negotiated his release.209   

When the affair became publicly known, the Reagan administration faced 

political humiliation because of its apparent refusal to lift a finger to secure the release of 

Goodman, while Jackson’s successful negotiation was a triumph for the Democrats.  

Jackson was criticized for politicizing the mission since Goodman was from New 

Hampshire and Jackson was jockeying for votes in the New Hampshire primaries. 

However, Jackson defended his mission to free Goodman: “Private citizens can either sit 

on their back and let this war expand and do nothing or can make full use of the tools at 

their disposal, under the law, to help end the conflict.”210   

In a bizarre sort of distorted mirror image, Iron Eagle portrays liberal statesmen 

as the vacillators and the right-winger Reaganites as men of action.  As one character in 

the script explains, whereas Carter was ineffectual, “Rea-GUNS … take[s] no shit.”211  

Of course, the villains in Iron Eagle are an amalgam of Ronald Reagan’s comic book 

pantheon of “evil enemies of freedom” in the Middle East.  The fictional Middle Eastern 

location in the script, Il Kharem, has often been assumed to be Libya;212 the timing of the 

film’s production and release fell in the middle of Reagan’s saber rattling with Qaddafi 

and the recurrent dogfights between U.S. and Libyan jets over international waters from 

1981 to 1986.   
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To risk stating the obvious, Elders and Furie were trying to capitalize on the 

contemporary conflict between the Reagan administration and various charismatic 

Middle East bureaucrats – exploiting the lowest common denominator in order to 

maximize audience appeal.213  Such a crass type of commercial appeal banks on what 

Kracauer has called cinematic zeitgeist, in which the popular cinema functions as a voice 

of collective political mentality, i.e., “the inner dispositions of broad strata of the 

population.”214 Yet, despite such a conscious effort from the beginning to write a “mass 

entertainment” screenplay that, “millions of people will want to see,”215 Iron Eagle was 

bounced around for several months, as one Hollywood studio after another rejected the 

script.  The idea that a young boy could actually steal and pilot an F-16 fighter was risible 

– and worse – there were no stars attached to the script.  Only Joe Wizan, a former 

president at 20th Century Fox who had resigned in July 1984 after numerous production 

failures, including the Sylvester Stallone-Dolly Parton vehicle, Rhinestone (1984), could 

be induced help Furie secure financing for Iron Eagle.216   

Incidentally, Ron Samuels, a career personal manager turned television producer, 

had landed a $100 million production deal to produce films in the summer of 1984.217  

Backing Samuels was an anonymous corporation and Ron Samuels Productions would 

not provide any details about the deal or who was behind it, until eventually it was 

uncovered that the firm was U.S. Equity Corp., a Texas oil consortium, and the deal 

provided financing for three features a year, with funding adhering to $5 million per 

picture and $25 million per year as a cushion to absorb overruns.218  The president of 

U.S. Equity Corp., Max Williams, had met Samuels through a mutual friend, tennis star 

Chris Evert Lloyd.  After Samuels mentioned his desire to make conservative films with 
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pro-American sentiments, Williams invited Samuels to Dallas to form a partnership.219  

Samuels explained the enterprise: 

The gentleman in Texas is a real quality human being […] and we have an 

understanding in that we both believe in doing things you can be proud of 

and feel good about. I think we’re living at a time when getting back to 

basics and positive American feeling of patriotism are very important.220 

Typical of conservative distinctions between countercultural, progressive trends of the 

1970s films and the popular blockbusters of the 1980s, Samuels saw a resurgence of 

optimism:  

We’ve been so saturated with downers and negative statements […] It 

seems like people in films want to make some positive statements again, 

so that you leave the theatre feeling better about your life.221   

Contrary to Canon films, the U.S. Equity partnership would authorize productions under 

the guidelines that films would avoid exploitation and qualify for PG and PG-13 

ratings.222 With the U.S. Equity partnership in place, Samuels set about the objective of 

making overt conservative patriotic films, and for the first project, he would seek a script 

that would please Williams, thus guaranteeing future financing.  After reviewing over 

300 scripts, and a number of false starts including plans to shoot an original screenplay 

“A Love Beyond” by Ray Cuneff about a genetically engineered couple,223 Samuels 

received the script for Iron Eagle from Joe Wizan.  He read it and found just the story he 

had been looking for.  To Samuels, it was “like an old John Wayne western updated and 

put in jets.  It’s Americana, it’s patriotic, it’s positive, it’s saying let’s go out there and do 

something.”224  Within 48 hours, Samuels began working on securing locations and 

seeking the cooperation of the military.  
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At first, Samuels and Furie sought assistance from the Philippines when it became 

clear that the film did not stand a chance of getting cooperation from the U.S. Air Force. 

Furie claimed, “Our government wouldn’t think of it because of the horrendous fuel costs 

and the time involved. And we couldn’t interrupt military schedules,”225 but the Pentagon 

rejection was really provoked by Iron Eagle’s far-fetched plot-line; one Air Force officer 

called it, “a little off the wall.”226  Moreover, the Pentagon had long declined assistance to 

productions that portrayed the theft of military machinery.  The Philippines, on the other 

hand, was a commonly suggested alternative filming location to Pentagon’s rejects, 

including many of the 1980s filmmakers seeking to depict the Vietnam War.227  In fact, 

Furie and Elders had just finished shooting a Vietnam film, Purple Hearts (1984), in the 

Philippines.228  The Philippines had U.S. military bases dating back to the U.S. conquest 

in 1898 and was armed to the teeth with U.S. arms to help dictator Ferdinand Marcos 

crush the communist N.P.A. guerrilla resistance.229   

 However, by the end of March 1985, Furie was scouting locations in Israel, where 

a fleet of jets would be available.230  Samuels and Furie had met with Lou Lennart, a 

WWII pilot who had founded the Israeli Air Force in the late 1940s, to discuss the 

script.231 Lennart and Motti Hodd, Air Force commander during the Israeli Six-Day War 

of 1967, in turn prevailed upon the Israeli Air Force and after months of negotiations 

Israel agreed provide full assistance to the filmmakers, including F-16 fighters bought 

from the U.S. and pilots for the film’s aerial sequences.232  Lennart and Hodd were paid 

as technical advisors.233   

Whereas the Pentagon harbored enduring suspicions of Hollywood in the post-

Vietnam era and was more at liberty to trifle with dogmatic details, a potent mix of 
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political and economic interests helped Israel to avoid the micromanaging of image and 

to look more towards the big picture.  For one thing, a Hollywood runaway production 

promised to inject about $6 million into the Israeli economy.234  Samuels would return 

some of the profits to Israel, by donating money toward an art center or drama school.235  

There was also talk of paying for the construction of an Air Force museum.236  

Furthermore, fiscal risk to Israel was minimized: the production company would not only 

pay for munitions, fuel costs, and pilots for F-16 and Phantom jets,237 but it would also 

assume liability for Israeli aircraft, taking out a $1 million deductible insurance policy 

from the same New York company that insured the Israeli Air Force.238   

On the other hand, as Samuels was hardly unaware, the IDF, currently engaged in 

a dirty little war with Lebanon, would receive a massive covert public relations thrust 

with respect to its joint counterterrorism policy with the U.S., even if Israeli involvement 

would not be expressly identified in the film’s credits.239  The construction of reality 

would be carefully managed by the Israeli army special unit, which was detailed to 

“help” the filmmakers in portraying military topics.  As Israeli Lt. Col. Osnat Mardor 

explained: 

The idea is to show the world that we do not live on our sword alone. Our 

job is to improve the army’s image and that of Israel, too […] We must 

first make sure the film won’t harm the army’s or Israel’s image.240 

In April of 1985, Furie began to cast the film. Although the role of the mentor, Chappy, 

was intended to be a white character, Lou Gossett Jr. was soon cast for the role.241  It was 

a shrewd choice, given that Gossett had recently captured the Academy Award for Best 

Supporting Actor for his performance as Sergeant Foley in An Officer and a Gentleman 

(1982).  After the success of An Officer, Gossett was writing a screen treatment for a 

sequel named, Foley, which would portray Sergeant Foley training marines for a covert 

                                                 
234 Israel location for film is scary adventure. 
235 Mathews, Shooting a film in Israel is a scramble. 
236 Wishik, Debra. (1986, February). Aerial maneuvers. Millimeter 14: 222. 
237 Samuels Eagle soars at the box office. (1986, January 22). Daily Variety; Deans, Laurie. (1985, August 
30). LA Clips: Walters seeks some education in the TV side of show business. The Globe and Mail. 
238 Israel location for film is scary adventure. 
239 Israel location for film is scary adventure; Hundley, Tom. (1986, February 9). Villainous images: 
movies, TV stereotype Arabs as the bad guys. Detroit Free Press, p. A3.  
240Holy Land welcomes filmmakers. (1986, September 21). The News-Post Leader, p. A8.  
241 Archerd, A. (1985, April 26). Just for variety. Daily Variety, p. 3; Box Office. (1985, July), AMPAS. 



 

191 
 

incursion into Lebanon.242  Gossett was fast becoming a symbolic embodiment of 

Reagan’s new multicultural militarism in an age of “color blindness” – a racial formation 

in which neo-conservatives echoed the principle of racial equality, but rearticulated it to 

mean the establishment of “color-blind” policies by government and other institutions 

and the reduction of racism to exclusively a problem between individuals.243  

Gossett foregrounded the ideology of “color blindness” in his representational 

politics – accepting movie roles that would, “erase unconscious, psychological racism 

that still exists in this country.”244 First, his being chosen for the role supposedly had 

nothing to do with his being black: “They didn't choose a black actor, they chose an 

actor.”245 Second, the choice to play the role was envisioned as a chance to show a black 

male in a “positive” role, “with race not being an issue or even mentioned.”246 Third, in 

contradistinction to the historical tendency in Hollywood to portray blacks as domestics 

and inferiors to whites, Gossett saw his role in the film as that of a surrogate father to a 

young white boy in need of regimentation and moral guidance.  Gosset saw this as a 

“great, beautiful relationship,”247 in which the black man “has a clean unracist mind.” 

Gossett speculated the effect of such mentorship on white boys: “[…] when they see 

black men [...] they'll look at them as father to the young white generation, [which] will 

wipe out a large section of that mental unconscious racism.”248
  For Gossett, Iron Eagle 

was to be a big career break – an opportunity to play “black hero.”249  Yet, if U.S. black 

men were to become father figures to white boys, what would become of the “mental 

unconscious racism” toward Middle Eastern men and boys?  The racial objectification of 

Middle Eastern men as a component of united black and white hegemonic masculine 

subjectivity did not even register in Gossett’s politics of representation: 
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Besides being a father figure and a teacher, Chappy is a real American 

hero unwilling to capitulate to foreign terrorists. This movie is going to do 

some great stuff for kids and their fathers.250 

Not unlike the contemporary black-white cop buddy films in which the black protagonist 

is paired with white in the struggle against Othered terrorists, homosexuals and 

freethinking women,251 Iron Eagle employs black actors to voice some of the film’s most 

reactionary, militaristic and racist affirmations.252  For instance, it is Doug’s black friend 

who compares Carter and Reagan, “Mr. Peanut was in charge back then. The guy in the 

oval office now don’t take no shit from those gimpy little countries…why you think they 

call him Rea-GUNS!!!!”253  In one scene, Gossett opines about Arab terrorist, “maniacs 

messin’ with good men”; in another scene, he theologically rationalizes defense 

technologies and militarism: “God doesn't give people things he doesn't want them to 

use.”254 

The selection of Jason Gedrick (out of hundreds of young actors and after six 

auditions) to portray Doug Masters was based on his “boyish qualities,” which would 

enhance this interracial “color-blind” mentorship.255  Not unlike the chemistry of Star 

Wars (1977), Gossett would play the weathered Jedi master to the eager and childish 

apprentice, even lecturing Doug about “the touch” (read: the force) while on a bombing 

raid over Middle East: “The touch – it’s power you have inside of you.”  Critics did not 

miss this gesture to the orphaned boy and surrogate father of Star Wars;256 screenwriter 

Kevin Elders admitted that Iron Eagle was, “like taking Star Wars and putting it on 

Earth.”257  The mentorship concept was further paralleled by studio publicity concerning 
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Gedrick and Gossett off-camera.  Gedrick described Gossett as “another father,” who 

helped him prepare for the part and encouraged him to find more depth in his character 

and his performance. The two would go to dinner and the gym, riding together in 

Gossett’s chauffeured car.258 

 Shooting of Iron Eagle 

Once the crew completed photography in Los Angeles on June 7, 1985, it set off 

for Israel to begin prepping for shooting in the following weeks.259  Once in Israel, 

precautionary measures included compulsory submission of screenplays to Israeli 

military officials for review and approval, and after shoots, military review of film rushes 

– the grounds being to ensure that secret weapons were not incidentally filmed.  Such a 

rationale borders on the absurd, given that the film producers were showered with perks 

including access to top secret areas, and arguably, Israeli secret intelligence.  For not only 

was the crew allowed to film Israeli pilots in maneuvers in the midst of continuous 

combat alerts,260 they were allowed to shoot for six weeks on a top secret desert air base 

with sophisticated multimillion-dollar equipment.261  Although the filmmakers had to 

keep out of the way and were limited in angles of coverage for fear that high security 

aircraft and identifiable areas surrounding the airfield would be visible on film,262 most of 

the crew knew of Israeli air strikes before the bombs fell because the air raids directly 

interrupted the film shoots.  One day production was stopped so that jets could be sent to 

a “terrorist encampment” in southern Lebanon; faux U.S. Air Force decals had to be 

removed from the jets, lest the bombings be mistaken as conducted by the U.S.263  Once 

the raid was accomplished, the crew resumed filming.264  On another occasion, 

production was halted all day because of a national strike.265  After completing shooting 
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at the air force base in late July, the crew shot on location at Acre’s Old City, the Old 

City of Jerusalem and the Arab quarter in Jaffa.266 

Constant military scrutiny coupled with access to state secrets seems to have 

increasingly transformed the film’s producers into converts of Israel’s strategic image of 

the Middle East, as the crew’s chatter about Israel smacked of Stockholm syndrome 

meets schoolboy crush.  Samuels gushed that the Israelis, “are the greatest combat fliers 

in the world […] they are such great, experienced pilots our government uses them to 

teach combat tactics to our Air Force.”267  Samuels was so taken in by the friendliness of 

the Israeli army that he intended to return to shoot a romantic film about an American 

who falls in love with a woman in the IDF.  To Furie, the all-Israel film crew was, “The 

best I’ve ever seen.”  Louis Gossett Jr. explained his experience in Israel in amorous 

terms: “I’m having a love affair with this country.”268  Gossett, who was showered with 

expensive gifts (including diamonds and land), explained his own public appeal in Israel 

as a “combination of Michael Jackson and Sylvester Stallone,” and was considering 

moving to Israel.269  Not only was he popular with thousands in this militaristic colonial 

state, he was also cheered on the Fourth of July by some 1,500 U.S. soldiers assigned to 

uphold Israel’s perimeter at the Sinai.270  The crew returned to the U.S. in late July and 

finally wrapped production in mid-October 1985 with plans for January 1986 release.271  

Postproduction, Distribution and Reception of Iron Eagle 

The filmmakers were more enthralled by the technophilia of U.S. military 

hardware that upheld Israeli hegemony than any serious sociopolitical reflection of 

Middle East realpolitik.  Discussions of production and postproduction often turned to 

the choreography and montage of F-16 fighter planes in aerial sequences.  The film’s 

final 10 minute aerial montage sequence, in which Doug and Chappy intercept and shoot 

down Middle Eastern MIG’s, was shot over a three week period at the cost of 

approximately $1 million.272  Second unit aerial director Jim Gavin and photographer 
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Frank Holgate were brought to Israel to photograph jets flying at speeds of up to 400 

miles.  Cameras were placed inside jets, from mounts outside a jet, from a helicopter and 

from the ground.  Interior over-the-shoulder views and head-on pictures were shot in the 

Mohave Desert using a private jet.273  Discourse on the film production privileged access 

to military hardware as a window to the real since miniature special effects photography 

would be kept to a minimum: “The majority of the people will recognize (miniatures). 

Once you insult them, you've lost them.”274  It was not an issue whether or not audiences 

might be insulted by ridiculous stereotypes and chauvinistic political views. 

Iron Eagle images military flight simulation training as a “game,” thus aligning 

itself with the trend of the video game-ization of war in the late 1980s, which was to 

culminate in the cybermilitarism of the First Gulf War,275 and the first cyberpunk general, 

Norman Schwarzkopf.276  Critical responses to the video game industry in the 1980s 

emphasized the inherent militarism and violence of electronic sadism, in arcade and 

home console games, in which the player inflicts destruction with guns, missiles, ships, 

aircraft or tanks and identifies mythically, culturally and psychologically with the “forces 

of good” and “hero” of the game. Such video games seemed to reflect assumptions 

embedded in popular culture: implicit evilness and dehumanization of foreign cultures as 

enemies, the need to preemptively wage technologically mediated warfare without 

diplomatic or alternative conflict resolution, and the construction of an obedient and 

deindividuated subjectivity that diffused personal responsibility for acts of hatred, 

violence and destruction upon other individuals.277 Through awards such as bonus points 

and extra men, militaristic video games functioned as ideological apparatuses that 

interpellated individuals as subject-gamers of the New World Order. 

The exteriorized, two-dimensional experience of such games as Defender, Missile 

Command and Space Invaders popularized by Atari was fast being displaced by an ever-
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immersive, subjective POV and three-dimensional type of “first person” war gaming, a 

by-product of the convergence and synergy of military training simulation R&D and the 

consumer video game marketplace.  In Iron Eagle, Doug’s F16 training takes place in a 

flight simulator, to which as a military brat, he seems to have daily access.  Inside the 

simulator, Doug inserts a cassette tape of Queen's “One Mission.”  The simulator’s 

instrument panel dons radars and red-shaded silhouettes of enemy jets within a realistic 

aerospace.  As Doug exclaims, “Alright, you bastards!” the film intercuts between 

gaze/reaction shots of Doug, his POV of the instrument panel, inserts of Doug’s thumb 

pressing the fire button, the resultant (terrible) miniature effects explosions, and an LED 

that reads, “Enemy Destroyed.”  Doug’s practice in the flight simulator imparts a sadist, 

subjective gaze for an imagined, and envious, surrogate teen audience of the film, which 

is thus vicariously engaged in the ultimate war “gaming” experience. As Gossett 

predicted, “Kids are gonna love it.”278 

In the film’s final aerial sequence, the immersive, war-as-game identification 

reemerges as Doug maneuvers his F-16 (while the audience gazes subjectively through 

the bomber’s crosshairs), shutting out all external sensation with a Walkman blasting the 

adrenaline-pumping sounds of King Cobra and Adrenaline.  In fact, it becomes readily 

apparent that without his tunes, Doug cannot hit enemy targets.279  Thus, aerial warfare is 

conflated with not only video gaming, but also cross-promotional music video for 17 hit 

songs.280  Not only does music play a structural function in the film, but the music videos 

aired on MTV at the time of the film’s release also used the film’s aerial footage as a key 

component of the music video narrative.  Adrenaline’s video for “Road of the Gypsy” 

crosscuts between and superimposes shots of the band performing and aerial shots from 

the film.  The tense musical bridge of the song is reinforced by the most explosive scenes 

of jet fights; the last chorus of the music video shows shots of the rescue of Ted Masters 

and the end of video shows their return home.  Queen’s video for “One Vision” produced 

by CCR Video has shots from concert footage intercut with scenes from the film.281
  King 

Cobra’s “Iron Eagle (Never Say Die)” video portrays the band members as recruits with 
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Gossett as their drill sergeant.  Their long glam-rock hair is cut and they undergo basic 

training.  The lead singer is repeatedly portrayed singing with an American flag in the 

background and at the end of the video the whole band is shown in uniform, walking with 

flight helmets toward F-16s.282 

Director Sidney Furie tried to explain the use of music in Iron Eagle strictly in 

terms of characterization: 

The songs are an integral part of the film because this is a kid who can 

only fly to music. Instead of a map that he straps onto his leg in the plane, 

he has a special tape set up, and he can only fly and do his precision 

moves if he has his music.283 

However, it seems more probable that the music in the film was based on the desire for a 

hit soundtrack album. The synergism and cross-promotion of music and motion pictures 

clearly had long been a major cultural force dating back to the classical Hollywood era, in 

which coordinated marketing often exploited the soundtrack album to generate advance 

interest in a film.  However, with the rise of MTV, there evolved a more terse formula: 

movie + soundtrack + music video = $$$.284  From Flashdance (1983) to Top Gun 

(1986), music video was becoming a major aspect interlocking the selection of film 

scores and the power to circulate a film's imagery within a youth target market.  

Screenwriter Kevin Elders’s comments belie that there was in fact corporate pressure to 

get music into the film, and it was only after watching MTV during writing the 

screenplay that he hit upon the idea of Doug flying to rock music in order to work music 

into the film: 

I was taking a shower one morning and asking myself, 'How can we get 

music in this film?' I had been watching MTV all the night before, and 

then it hit me...the kid flies to music.285 

The explosive ideological effect of hypermilitarism, video games and music video on 

young audiences became readily apparent during preview screenings of the film. 
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Responses across the country were so positive that even the producers were astounded 

and began to discuss the prospects for a sequel.286  A sneak preview in Torrance, CA 

went incredibly well, totaling 87 percent “excellent” or “good” on scorecards and 

drawing cheers from the audience.287  85 percent of test audiences in Costa Mesa, CA and 

Paramas, NJ rated the film “excellent.”288 Research from Cinema Score, a company that 

conducts exit polls on the opening night of a film, showed the film scoring grade “B” (an 

80% chance of being liked); the audience was projected to be 65 percent male and 51 

percent under 25 years of age. Gossett was projected to draw 31 percent of spectators.289 

However, outside the United States audience reactions were quite unpredictable; during a 

Toronto preview screening, the audience cynically snickered at the film.290 

 Samuels worked with Tri-Star to distribute Iron Eagle as a negative pickup to 

1,200 theatres on January 17, 1986 following its launch at a gala premiere in Dallas’ 

Anatole Hotel on January 13.291  One-sheets for Iron Eagle played up hypermasculine 

posturing, patriotism and preemptive militarism: Louis Gossett, Jr. and Jason Gedrick 

stand in an intimidating pose on the desert floor while F-16s soar and Russian MIG’s 

explode in the background. The text “Iron Eagle” is in red, white and blue; Doug wears a 

red shirt, blue jeans and white shoes.  The tagline tells the viewer that Doug’s father was 

shot down and sentenced to death, “for the crime of being an American,” and that, “For 

them, waiting time is over.”292 

Hollywood Boulevard audiences roared and cheered for the scenes in which 

Arabs were wiped out.293 At the National in New York, a sizable portion of the audience 

was wearing uniforms and paramilitary fatigues.294 Young audiences seemed to love 

every minute.295  Films such as Iron Eagle and The Delta Force were especially popular 

                                                 
286 Maeder, Jay. (1986, January 17). And after he levels the third world... New York Daily News; Wuntch, 
P. (1986, January 17). Iron Eagle never soars. Dallas Morning News; Lyman, R. (1986, January 20). Film: 
Iron Eagle just doesn’t fly. Philadelphia Inquirer. 
287 Daily News. (1985, December 16), AMPAS. 
288 Hollywood Reporter. (1986, January 8), AMPAS. 
289 Hollywood Reporter. (1986, January 24), AMPAS. 
290 Friday Rambo meets Ridgemont High in vulgar, jingoistic Iron Eagle. (1986, January 17). The Globe 
and Mail (Canada), p. C10. 
291 Parks; Daily News. (1985, December 16), AMPAS; Hollywood Reporter. (1986, January 8), AMPAS. 
292 Iron Eagle publicity one-sheet. (1986, January 16). Variety, USC. 
293 Iron Eagle. (1986, January 24). LA Weekly. 
294 Maslin, Janet. (1986, January 18). Iron Eagle, a tale of teen-age military rescue. New York Times, p. 15. 
295 Stevens, D. (1986, January 17). Iron Eagle: vigilante vengeance. Cincinnati Post. 



 

199 
 

with young military members wanting to see heroes in action.296  Tri-Star would partially 

attribute its first-quarter revenue of 1986, totaling $47.5 million, to the release of Iron 

Eagle.297  On its debut weekend Iron Eagle grossed $6.1 million - a perscreen average of 

$5,652 on 1,080 screens; by the end of its first week in exhibition, it had brought in $11 

million, knocking out Rocky IV as the top box office film.298  However, by its third week, 

it only edged up to $15.6 million, $18.3 million in its fourth week, and then continued to 

dive from first place to seventh by its seventh week.299  And by its third month, Iron 

Eagle had petered out at $23.9 million in domestic theater sales, a meager gross for a $9 

million budget production.300   

International distribution of Iron Eagle was largely impeded after the April 15, 

1986 joint U.S. and British bombing raids on Libya, “Operation El Dorado Canyon,” 

which killed and injured hundreds of civilians.  Although Iron Eagle initially had hopeful 

runs in Japan and South America, following the bombing raids on Libya, European 

countries were holding up the film’s release.301  In Germany, Warner Columbia withdrew 

the Tri-Star release of May 1, citing fear of vandalism and stink bombs by left-wing 

demonstrators.  Sneak previews in Austria were conducted and the studio decided that the 

film could be released as soon as international tensions relaxed.302  In Great Britain 

distributors of Iron Eagle such as Prince Charles, Cannon Oxford Street, Odeon 

Kensington, PG organized a press conference to downplay fears of violent reprisals for 

screening the film in the wake of British involvement in the Libyan raids.303  U.S. 

industry experts became concerned as foreign distributors began to refuse action films 

dealing with counterterrorism.  It would not be until the video market that Iron Eagle 

became a big hit.304 
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 Conclusion 

The counterterrorist action film of the 1980s evolved out of complex ideological, 

cultural, industrial and economic tensions of the Reagan era and proved to be central in 

the construction of a national militarist myth that persists to this very day.  The Delta 

Force and Iron Eagle are representative of a central trend that accelerated a pro-military, 

counterterrorist visual culture that effected a tangible imaginary capable of galvanizing 

perpetual war in the Middle East during an age of natural resource scarcity and 

irreversible, global ecological warfare.  The U.S. super-patriotic film, and its gratifying 

the desire for an American heroics in which American elite units rescue the first world 

through infantile revenge fantasies, hyperbolic fears of fascism and nuclear holocaust, the 

restoration of the patriarchy, and the fetishism of special effects strike at the heart of what 

theoretical articulations of trauma studies and psychoanalysis have been telling us about 

counterterrorism ideology.   

This chapter has sought to analyze the historical production of these films as 

symptomatic of counterterrorist action film production of the 1980s in terms of specific 

political, cultural and economic systems that have encouraged “acting out” as a key 

process, especially in regard to the heightened topicality of Reaganite ideological 

fixations.  My larger research agenda seeks to understand counterterrorist Hollywood as 

transference and acting out an Oedipal trauma and how this continues to illuminate the 

U.S. neoliberal construct of revolutionary Middle East though patterns of culture, 

economy and industrial relations.   

U.S. articulation and mediation of the Middle East and “terrorism” obviously has 

been characterized more by acting out than working through.  Transference places the 

“barbaric” Middle East in the position of the punishing father, and the free and 

democratic motherland as the object of plenitude and desire.  In this way, there is the 

confusion between loss and absence in the process of acting out, in which the American 

paradise is feared to be lost, and thus, must be regained, despite the fact that the 

prelapsarian vision of the free and terror-free motherland never really existed at all.  

Therefore, the sense of loss is in truth an absence.  In the structural trauma of U.S. 

hegemony, the nation is imagined as the absence of an original harmony, compulsive 
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repetition of counterterrorist discourse and Arab othering converts absence into loss, 

anxiety into fear, and scapegoat into enemy. 
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CHAPTER 8 

NAVY SEALS AND TRUE LIES: HOLLYWOOD 

COUNTERTERRORISM IN THE POST-COLD WAR ERA  

 

 

 

I don’t know how many get killed in this 

movie, I never count those things, or the acts 

of violence and stuff.
1
 

Arnold Schwarzenegger, 1994 
 
I have absolutely no idea what the Iraqi 

casualties are. And I tell you, if I have 

anything to say about it, we're never going 

to get into the body count business.
2 

Norman Schwarzkopf, 1991 
 

The Hollywood counterterrorist action films of the 1990s were characterized by 

increasing metatextuality and state subsidization.  While films of the 1980s exploited the 

patriotic and militaristic zeitgeist of the Reagan period, films in the wake of the Persian 

Gulf War exemplified growing cynicism and self-reflexivity.  They also became 

increasingly the products of Pentagon assistance: the more Hollywood distanced itself 

from deliberate jingoism and militarism, the more support scripts received when 

submitted to the Pentagon.  This tendency can in part be explained with reference to the 

Pentagon’s micro-management of image in the 1980s, including the avoidance of Rambo-

type representations of soldiers and the evasion of providing assistance to films that it 

considered unrealistic, outlandish or politically contentious.   

Another factor, however, is economic and ideological: following the 

propagandistic triumph of Top Gun (1986), the Pentagon began to play an increasingly 

proactive role in Hollywood, including the surveillance of upcoming productions for 

possible cooperation and the careful co-authorship of storytelling and image.  Meanwhile, 

substantial increases in the cost of film production made working with the Pentagon, and 

submitting to Pentagon conditions and strictures, more attractive to filmmakers seeking to 
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film on military bases with soldiers and exclusive military equipment.  Careful 

examination of the production histories of Navy SEALs (1990) and True Lies (1994) 

underscores the escalating coordination between the two greatest industrialized 

apparatuses of U.S. global hegemony, the Pentagon and Hollywood.  The upshot of the 

intimate Hollywood and Pentagon coordination was a more subtle form of 

counterterrorist discourse that served to naturalize hostile perceptions of the Middle East 

and Islam, and seemingly without a hint of contradiction, portray the U.S. as a 

multicultural and egalitarian nation and a global military power with the burden of 

maintaining international order. 

The Pentagon and Hollywood after Top Gun 

After the abolition of the military draft in 1973, the Pentagon began to attain 

significant congressional boosts in budgets for television advertising, but by the 1980s 

military public affairs was increasingly considering films as a more influential means to 

show the armed services and their value to a nation mostly unacquainted with military 

life.3  The Pentagon worked diligently to control its public image in the Hollywood films 

to which it loaned military hardware and personnel for film productions.4  The crowning 

cooperation between the Pentagon’s public affairs and Hollywood was Top Gun, a film 

starring Tom Cruise, which portrays a Navy jet fighter school of the 1980s.  Producer 

Jerry Bruckheimer received full support from the U.S. Navy before the script for Top 

Gun had even been completed, including use of the San Diego naval air base, four 

aircraft carriers and an assortment of F-14 fighter planes and pilots.5  The equipment 

reportedly cost more than $1 million of the film’s budget.6   

Navy public affairs officers saw Top Gun as a glossy recruiting campaign that 

finally showed the armed forces in a positive light, unlike the military establishment 

viewed warily since the social and antiwar movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and 

unlike the Vietnam War films, Apocalypse Now (1979) and Platoon (1986), which were 
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denied assistance because of their “negative” portrayals of the U.S. military.  Phil Strub, 

head of the Pentagon’s film liaison office, remembers Top Gun as “a watershed picture.”7  

It became a box office hit, by 1987 bringing in more than $300 million in world-wide 

gross.  Concerning the military as a narrative setting, Strub claimed, “It’s not a career 

killer for actors.  And probably the most important message for Hollywood - you can 

make a killing on some of these movies.”8   

Soon, movie producers were looking for scripts about the Air Force, the Marines 

and the Coast Guard.  Lt. Scott Campbell, a Los Angeles-based Navy liaison officer 

whose department gave considerable technical aid to the makers of Top Gun, assessed, “I 

would say that the military is a hot movie topic now.”9  Propaganda scholar Garth Jowett 

asserts that Top Gun, “reminded the military establishment that movies have a 

tremendous hold on the public’s imagination.”10  Hollywood in collaboration with the 

Pentagon presented, as investigative journalist Joe Trento, put it, a “Disney World vision 

of the military that the Pentagon PR office is trying to create.”11 

Recruitment figures went up 500%, a boom undoubtedly facilitated by placing 

Navy recruiters in many theaters that exhibited the Top Gun (this recurred during 

theatrical exhibitions of Pearl Harbor in 2001).12  The recruitment impact of Top Gun 

was also augmented by indentificatory lure of male heroism and violent adventure, one of 

the most fundamental forms of the social institution of violence in industrial, militarized 

nations.  Such a form of storytelling uses the cathartic effects of editing, the close-up 

shot, special effects and sound volume and pitch to produce empathetic and emotional 

responses in the melodramatic tradition.   

During the social growth of young males, fictional narrative is one source of 

imagination, self-projection of character, a sense of belonging, and a potential path to 

honor.  The San Diego panorama that regularly appears in Pentagon assisted action films 
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such as Top Gun plays into this “teen dream.”  Because of their proximity to Hollywood, 

San Diego’s Navy and Marine Corps bases have been prime locations.  In Top Gun one 

takes in the parallel editing of sunny Oceanside’s views, beachfront homes, the Miramar 

Marine Corps Air Station and massive carriers at sea.  Director Tony Scott would later 

joke about the film, “So now there are all these poor kids stuck on aircraft carriers in the 

Indian Ocean who hate me.”13 

Yet, also important in the construction of the military teen dream is the 

development and deployment of digital media technologies in both mise-en-scène and 

post-production processes.  Top Gun portrays pilots viewing flight simulations and 

maneuvers in a Simulator Control room filled with computers, tape transports and video 

screen representations of computer-generated combat.  Green and red Atari-style jet 

fighters flash across the pixels, seemingly the “good” and “bad” guys.   

In short, Hollywood films often unveil new military technologies to be used in 

future wars.  As Lawrence Suid has pointed out, “Top Gun also in large measure, in my 

view, prepared the American people for the Gulf War.”14  Not only did Top Gun 

“improve” the image of Navy pilots and stimulate a surge in recruitment, it also served to 

boost public and congressional confidence in new U.S. digital weapons technologies and 

to advance contracts with defense contractors.  These same technologies would be 

extensively tested during the Gulf War just four years later.   

A common element in both computer simulation and teen identification in 

militaristic action films is the representation of the enemy.  Although the enemy in Top 

Gun consisted of faceless, yet assumedly, Russian pilots in MIG’s, the film also alludes 

to the crisis in the Middle East, as the fighters protect carriers in the Indian Ocean, a vital 

passageway for petroleum and petroleum products from the oilfields of the Persian Gulf 

and Indonesia.  Lawrence Suid, unlike many other reviewers, suggests the MIG’s in Top 

Gun are in fact, “fighters from a Middle Eastern country,”15 thus making Top Gun not 

only the film to foster a new relationship between Hollywood and the Pentagon, but also 

one of the first action films, (along with The Delta Force and Iron Eagle) to imagine a 
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new, post-Cold War enemy, which would dominate the public imagination from the fall 

of the Berlin Wall in 1989 to the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 1991. 

Navy SEALs and Desert Storm 

After the success of Top Gun, the Navy began to discuss earnestly the prospect of 

another film that might portray the Navy SEALs, a special force trained to wage 

unconventional naval warfare and carry out counterterrorism missions.  Paramount had 

intentions to follow up Top Gun with a SEALs film, but eventually shelved the project.  

Disney Productions produced a film, The Rescue (1988, working title: SEAL Kids), in 

which a group of SEALs is captured by North Korea and their sons devise a rescue 

mission.  CBS had a TV movie in development, Navy SEALs.
16

  Other studios were 

contemplating SEALs screenplays.17  Israeli producer Menahem Golan was planning a 

film, Seals, but changed the title to Desert Shield (1991) when another studio beat him to 

the theme and title.18 

The most popular production of the era, Navy SEALs, is a film about commandos 

that are sent into liberate a U.S. Navy helicopter crew held hostage in a Middle Eastern 

nation and destroy a stolen cache of Stinger missiles.  Rushed into production at the eve 

of Desert Storm, the film was a collaboration of former Navy Seal Chuck Pfarrer and 

Barbara Feigen, co-founder of Ms. magazine and agent at William Morris, who inspired 

Pfarrer to write a screenplay about his experiences as a SEAL.19  Feigen was initially 

interested in optioning a script about Ernest Hemingway by Pfarrer and Richard 

Murphy.20  The union of Feigen and Pfarrer seemed unusual since Feigen often boasted 

of her support for feminist and antiwar causes dating back to the 1960s.  However, 

Pfarrer was able to sway Feigen to the extent that she began to see the SEALs as one of 

the only viable means of dealing with international terrorism; parroting Pentagon P.R., 

the SEALs were to Feigen, “a selective and surgical force.”21  Pfarrer intended to write 
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military script to help pay for medical school; Feigen came to see producing an action 

adventure film as a means to breaking in and making feminist-themed movies.22 

Preproduction of Navy SEALs 

Early drafts of the script closely mimicked the military sleeper, An Officer and a 

Gentleman (1982), beginning with scenes of three officers going through training and 

then being assigned to a counterterrorist mission.23  Later drafts co-written by Pfarrer and 

Gary Goldman (Big Trouble in Little China, 1986) drew influence from Carl Foreman’s 

The Guns of Navarone (1961), a film about a sabotage team, which is structured in terms 

of the interpersonal dynamics among the different soldiers involved - each cast in 

idiosyncratic heroic archetypes – the wise, the courageous, the hotheaded.  

In the spring of 1987, Feigen had left William Morris to produce films and began 

to pitch around Navy SEALs.  Feigen had found a receptive audience for Pfarrer’s script 

at Orion, a studio known for intellectual films, but now moving into higher-end action 

productions.24  At about the same time, the producers of Top Gun had registered the name 

“S.E.A.L.” as a prospective film title and were looking for a writer for the script.25  

Feigen panicked and rushed Pfarrer’s script to Orion, then sent copies to Warner Brothers 

and United Artists to strengthen the competition for the script.26  

Orion decided to make the film.  Like The Guns of Navarone, the structure of 

Navy SEALs would call for meticulous casting for each character.27  Orion had high 

hopes for Navy SEALs and in May 1989 began to cast for box office appeal as well, 

drawing on actors from recent film hits: Charlie Sheen (Platoon, Wall Street), Michael 

Biehn (The Abyss, Aliens, Terminator), Bill Paxton (Aliens, Terminator), Rick Rossovich 

(Terminator, Top Gun), and Paul Sanchez (Platoon).28  Orion planned to finance the film 
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to the tune of $23 million and to handle distribution for a summer release.29  Feigen 

suggested hiring a female director; Orion initially approached Richard Marquand to 

direct, but after Marquand had a stroke, Lewis Teague (The Jewel of the Nile, Cujo) was 

brought in, who suggested that the script be based on a fictitious terrorist group in 

Lebanon, and was anxious to make a military action flick in the John Wayne tradition.30  

Pfarrer, who had witnessed and been injured during 1983 suicide bombing of Marine 

barracks in Lebanon, referred to Beirut as a “Disneyland of Death.”31  With the likes of 

Teague and Pfarrer at the helm, the film was destined to be militarist, anti-Arab drivel. 

Teague wanted to bring in Kevin Jarre (Rambo: First Blood Part II, Glory) to 

revise the script and submit a draft by March 1988.32  The screenplay would undergo over 

20 drafts before it was ready for shooting.33  Orion wanted different writers for revisions 

of the script.34  In the middle of this process, the WGA went on strike for four months.  

When Jarre’s draft arrived, it was stronger, but it needed more fleshing out of characters, 

so Angelo Pizzo (Hoosiers) was employed to work on the script.35  Later, as the film 

went into production, the studio and cast would recognize serious flaws in the story and 

dialogue.  Orion would send executives and script doctors in to polish the script – an 

anomaly for a studio known for its hands-off policy with artists.36   

While motivation of rewrites was partially based on the poor quality of the script, 

another pressure was the need to obtain full assistance from the U.S. Navy, which would 

mean access to military bases and hardware at bargain prices.  In May 1989, the 

screenplay was submitted to Navy Public Affairs, the Pentagon, and SEAL officials at 

Coronado for review;37 a Navy spokesperson announced, “The project is not one the 

Navy feels comfortable with.”38   
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In addition to the general secrecy regarding elite forces, the Pentagon had many 

other problems with the screenplay.39 First, the screenplay made direct reference to 

Beirut, Lebanon as the target of a raid and portrayed Arabs as terrorists.  Pentagon 

officials would have preferred anonymous villains in order to avoid sensitive policy 

issues potentially offensive to foreign nations.40  Most blatant was the central protagonist, 

Hawkins (Charlie Sheen), a rash and bigoted soldier, who shouts anti-Arab slurs as he 

liquidates the “bad guys.”41  The Navy Office of Information explained, “None of us 

would have put up with that kind of behavior from a junior officer […] He was 

belligerent and unprofessional beyond the bounds of professionalism.”42  Military 

officials also took offense that Lieutenant Curran (Michael Biehn) wears an Arab 

headdress as a disguise: “the SEALs would never wear a disguise.”43  Officials were put 

off by the fact that the script “misrepresented” officer-enlisted relationships: SEALs in 

the film are seen in bars speaking obscenities and fighting over women.44  Moreover, the 

film portrayed SEALs illegally kidnapping foreign nationals and leaders.  Pentagon 

officials insisted, “We never snatch a foreign national.”45 Of course, a recent national 

debate had focused on this very issue.  The Bush administration had just introduced new 

regulations that would expand the types of clandestine military operations the U.S. might 

conduct.  Furthermore, under the Bush regulations, “accidental” deaths of foreign 

officials during an extradition or U.S. led coup would not qualify as “assassinations.”  A 

Bush spokesperson explained, “It would just be their bad luck.”46  The Bush policy flew 

directly in the face of the formal ban on U.S. assassinations of foreign officials dating 

back to 1975.  Now, according to Bush, only premeditated political murder would 

constitute an “assassination.”   
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Without full assistance from the Navy, the film’s producers were left with no 

choice but to rent equipment from the Spanish navy and other sources.47  Nonetheless, the 

film needed a harbor shot of a U.S. Navy base, so the producers yielded to the Pentagon 

and edited the script in order to attain “limited assistance” from the Navy.48  Soon, the 

Navy’s Office of Information began to advise, “We should also look very hard at 

providing limited cooperation, if that’s possible, as damage control.”49  To get permission 

to film ships at Norfolk, Virginia and have access to project footage from the Navy film 

Be Someone Special, the central protagonist would be toned down considerably; they 

would add a Pentagon scene in which the president, not SEALs officials, provides 

personal authorization allowing the SEALs to capture a foreign national since the SEALs 

claimed that they did not do such things.50  Lt. j.g. Cate Mueller stated that the script did 

not, “reflect the mission of the services and their members in a credible way - in a manner 

that is real.”51  Pfarrer claimed that the script was, “as realistic as it possibly could be 

without me going to jail.”52   

On October 3, 1989, just a few weeks after principle photography on Navy SEALs 

began, the Pentagon and CIA orchestrated a coup d’état in Panama involving junior 

Panamanian military officers (most of whom were School of the Americas graduates).53  

It was a failure.  On December 20 during “Operation Nifty Package” a SEAL team 

snatched Panamanian official Manuel Noriega and stole him away to the U.S. – so much 

for “realistic” representations of Navy SEALs.54  That screenwriter Pfarrer had just 

served six years with the SEALs suggests that the film’s depictions of SEALs and the 

Middle East may not have been far off from Pentagon policy.  An official Pentagon 

statement on the film’s accuracy claimed: 
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The film shows some of the general capabilities of the SEALs, including 

combat swimming, sky diving and combat patrols.  The film is a work of 

fiction, however, and the portrayals of capabilities and modes of operation 

of the Navy special warfare forces may or may not be accurate … it would 

serve no purpose to be more specific.55 

Shooting Navy SEALs 

Production of Navy SEALs began in September 1989, when with the crew began 

shooting for eight weeks in Virginia.  Orion executive Mike Medavoy played a key role 

in bringing the production there (Navy SEALs contributed an estimated $5 million to the 

local economy while filming in Virginia).56  Principal photography began at the Navy 

training base at Norfolk.57  Since the film was granted only limited assistance, the crew 

was allowed to film on the base and training grounds in Norfolk, including exteriors of 

two aircraft carriers for three days at the Naval base, but no filming was allowed aboard 

the ships.58  For one scene the crew set up cameras on private property and photographed 

Navy ships which were sailing in the background.59  The Navy permitted the cast and 

crew to watch the Navy SEALs training.60  Limited cooperation allowed Pfarrer to recruit 

eight inactive SEALs to serve as stunt doubles and technical advisers, who instructed the 

cast in urban combat, automatic weapons, deep-sea diving operations, rescue missions 

and the chain of command for twelve hours a day for six days at the training base.61  

Officials also schooled cast and crew on the “scope of international terrorism.”62 

The crew filmed at Hampton Roads for four weeks.63  Soundstage work was shot 

at Atlantic Film Studios.64  During production there were mutinous clashes with director 
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Lewis Teague from every level of production.  Long delays occurred in the shooting of 

sequences that should have taken a much shorter amount of time.  Continuous script 

rewrites came from script doctors (and by the film’s actors, who worked long nights in 

airports and hotel rooms in order to improve their characters).  Studio executives were 

sent in from Orion for damage control.65 

On November 1, 1989, the crew moved to the Mediterranean coast of Spain for 

the second half of production.66  The Spanish Navy provided complete cooperation 

including access to submarines, battle ships and helicopters at the ports of Tarifa, Cadiz 

and Cartagena.67  An old seaport neighborhood of Cartagena, in rubble and set for 

demolition, stood in for Beirut.68  Spain’s submarines and helicopters were painted with 

U.S. insignias, while their single aircraft carrier, Principe de Asturias, stood in for a U.S. 

carrier.69  Due to limited availability of military forces, and to cut down production time, 

seven camera crews were employed.70 

Postproduction, Distribution and Reception of Navy SEALs 

As shooting was completing, editor Don Zimmerman rushed into cutting the film 

for a July release.  One sneak preview was held at a shopping mall outside Los Angeles 

to gauge audience response.  For the first time the producers saw the completed film and 

they witnessed to their dismay an ending in which a throng of Arabs carry the corpse of a 

fallen terrorist through the streets of Beirut chanting anti-American slogans.  Orion did 

not understand Teague’s political message - the ending would be changed.71  Another 

advance Los Angeles screening was held for critics to get their reaction; it was mostly 

negative.72  In all, there were 600 sneaks of revised cuts.  Orion distribution head David 

Forbes described the general audience reaction as “excellent”:  

They made some adjustments, we came back again and screened it in Chicago and 

scored 90 percent in the top-two boxes.  It was the kind of screening that gave you 
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confidence in the picture.  You know, you see something and you think it’s good 

and it plays well.  But (it helps) when you get that reinforcement, and we’ve 

gotten it twice now.  We knew we had a strong enough picture to expose it to an 

audience ahead of time to get some good word of mouth.73 

The producers figured out several ways that the Pentagon could help with the film’s 

publicity.  For July 4th, a premiere was planned aboard a navy ship in New York 

harbor.74  A July 17 Washington benefit premiere was planned with proceeds going to a 

fund to benefit the families of four SEALs killed during the Panama invasion, but the 

screening failed to materialize.75  Orion staged a bodybuilding contest between real Navy 

SEALs and Gold’s Gym weightlifters to hype the film; the winners got to kiss female 

members of the Manhattan Beach patrol.76  A special screening for nearly 300 officers 

was held at the SEALs training base in Coronado – the men cheered the film, throwing 

beer bottles at the screen and hooting.77  Another screening for brass was held Janaf 

Cinemas in Norfolk, VA and was attended by military members who worked on the film 

as crew or extras.78  SEALs were flown on the studio’s dime to meet the press.79  The 

Navy requested that Orion prepare one-sheets and other promo materials for Navy 

recruiters.80  A modified Navy SEALs “BUDs” insignia was created for merchandising 

and ads.  The Navy provided a special SEAL demonstration for the press for the film’s 

July 20 opening.81  Charlie Sheen was invited to the Persian Gulf for a film premiere for 

U.S. military personnel.82 

 Pentagon officials were very happy about the finished film.  Director Lewis 

Teague claimed, “Certainly, the film is pro-military.  I think it will provide what many 
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people want to see - American heroes in action.”83  Seth Cropsey, Deputy Undersecretary 

of the Navy, predicted that film would get more SEAL recruits than Top Gun got pilots.84 

Philip Strub, head of the Pentagon’s Film Liaison Unit noted the change between earlier 

script drafts and those edited by the Pentagon: “This is a substantially different movie 

than the first script we saw, and the changes were for the better.”85  In fact the Navy 

began to suggest that had they seen the final script earlier, they would have given full 

instead of just limited cooperation.86  Capt. Mike Sherman, of the Los Angeles Navy 

liaison office made clear the rationale:  

Obviously, we get some benefits from any movie that depicts the military […] 

after The Hunt for Red October came out, there was interest in working on 

submarines.  With SEAL, I’m sure we’ll be hearing from kids who are good in the 

water.87  

 In addition to Pentagon approval, other promotional angles included tie-ins with 

Pepsi and 7-Eleven in a month long blitz, featuring a full-color poster for the film and the 

offer to purchase a Navy SEALs hat.88  Japanese video company Data East was to develop 

game based on the movie, but this was shelved when the studio decided to change the 

film title from Navy SEAL, to Navy SEALs, which left repackaging units too steep a cost. 

 The studio press kit for Navy SEALs was unambiguous about who the good guys 

were – the film was, “the story of courageous young men who conquer challenging, death 

defying obstacles to help the U.S. take charge of its destiny.”  As for the Arab 

antagonists, Director Lewis Teague claimed to have made every effort not to defame or 

offend Arabs:  

We made it clear that the bad guys are one specific group, not all Arabs–and not 

even all Shi’ites.  We’ve tried hard to paint a sympathetic view of the Shi’ites as 

an oppressed people.89 

Part of Teague’s representational strategy comprised the juxtaposion “good” and “bad” 

Arabs through the inclusion of a Lebanese-born female journalist as a spokesperson: 
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Since the bad guys are a special group of Islamic fundamentalists … I wanted to 

have a spokesman for their cause in the picture to present their side of the story 

with objectivity.90 

Like many other Arab American actors that often found themselves limited in casting 

opportunities, Nicholas Kadi, a former Iraqi national, played Ben Shaheed, the leader of 

the film’s terrorist group, which was based on a Hezbollah figure.91  Kadi had been cast 

thus in a number of films, including Popeye Doyle as a Cypriot terrorist and The Last 

Precinct as a Middle Eastern terrorist (since Navy SEALs, Kadi has appeared in similar 

roles in numerous television programs and films).  Although Kadi had complained about 

being type-cast and desired “more honest” portrayals of Arabs, he still took terrorist roles 

and did not take an active part in protesting.92  When a member of the Arab-American 

Anti-Defamation League complained to him about his playing racial stereotypes, Kadi 

replied that Arabs need to, “lighten up [...] it’s only the Arabs who seem to have no sense 

of humor about themselves.”93  A sense of humor indeed would be reasonable were it not 

for the relationship between such filmic portrayals and racist rhetoric and war policies, 

not to mention the vandalism, threats, bombings, and assault of Muslims and Arab 

Americans documented in the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee’s violence 

logs during the Gulf conflict.94 

 When asked about his feelings about his role in Navy SEALs, Kadi responded, “I 

was very pleased to finally play a smart terrorist.”95  Furthermore, Kadi allowed the 

studio publicists to use his identity in a press release stating that Kadi was an actor in 

Navy SEALs, that he considered Saddam Hussein to be a common “hood” and that “Bush 

is doing the right thing.”96  Despite Kadi’s claim that the press release was “an honest 
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effort to counteract the vilification of Arabs in the American media,”97 in reality, it was 

crass exploitation of the war to promote the film and provided legitimacy to the film’s 

racism (since even an Arab actor in the film was endorsing Bush’s policies); its 

publication provided visibility for the film, aligning the production and its projected 

audience with a pro-war politics.  

 The buildup to the war in Iraq was characterized by intense activity of cultural 

production and consumption.  Radio shock jocks were the first to move into action, 

taking up Sadam Hussein as an object of ridicule and parody in morning broadcasts and 

refashioning popular songs to advocate military action in Iraq.  “Rock Around the 

Clock,” popularized by Bill Haley and the Comets, became “Rock around Iraq Tonight”; 

CCR’s classic “Who’ll Stop the Rain?” was now “Who’ll Stop Hussein?”  The 

publishing business was close behind with best-sellers focusing on oil, war, combat 

equipment or Middle East culture and religion.98  Writers of espionage shifted focus from 

Russia to the Middle East.  As Barrett Tillman explained, “We don’t need to rely on the 

Evil Empire anymore […] the Middle East is fertile ground and will remain so 

indefinitely.”99 

 Similar trends could be observed in rural pop culture.  Monster truck rallies 

included effigies of Saddam being crushed by the gargantuan Bigfoot four-wheel drive, 

while professional wrestlers, such as Sgt. Slaughter taunted Americans with his new Iraqi 

manager, echoing nationalist narratives of good and evil.100  One rural video store clerk 

even posted a Saddam bull’s-eye on a Navy SEALs poster so that visiting customers could 

test their competency at dart throwing.101  Many commentators likened this surge in anti-

Iraq discourse to the popular anti-Hitler discourse during the outbreak of WWII.102 
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 The U.S. film industry soon was taking its part in lensing “Desert Storm” themed 

films and remarketing existing films, as was reflected across film marketing campaigns 

that sought to recreate the conditions so successful for patriotic WWII advertising.103  

Variety suggested that about a half-dozen low-budget exploitation movies relating to the 

Gulf crisis were in production.104  Other studios already had films in development, whose 

focus on Middle Eastern terrorists would have sudden relevance.  For Shield of Honour, 

the original Libyan antagonists were changed to Iraqi; as producer Mike Elliott 

explained, “It’s ripped from today’s headlines.”105  Disney Touchstone had its movie, The 

Ultimatum, in which Middle Eastern terrorists threaten to bomb an American city unless 

all Jews are ordered out of Jerusalem.  The project had been on hold for three years, but 

was now a story of interest.106 

Meanwhile, the co-writer of another movie, Team 6, was sent from Los Angeles 

to Israel so that he could rewrite the script, updating it with fresh references to the Gulf 

crisis.  Team 6, which was to begin filming for 21st Century Film Corp. on September 24, 

1990, was at first a story about the Navy SEALs attacking a missile installation in Iran.  

But after Iraq moved into Kuwait, the story and title was changed to Desert Shield (the 

official name of the U.S. military operation); the Navy unit was now to invade Iraq to 

disable chemical-weapon laden missiles aimed at U.S. ships.  Menahem Golan, chairman 

of 21st Century and producer, explained, “History is writing the script for us,” and said 

he hoped the film would be in theaters by early 1991: “I only hope I’m first.”107  The 

producers attempted to fly to the Persian Gulf to get real war footage to cut into the film, 

but ended up shooting in “secret locations” Israel.108   

“Iraqnophobia” had suddenly boosted the fortunes of the Pentagon, and 

Hollywood, with its Middle East war related films in production and release.  Chuck 

Norris, who had worked with Golan on The Delta Force films, claimed, “The movies are 
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entertainment; you go there fantasizing what we wish we could do in Iraq.”109  Norris and 

several film producers expected an increase in the number of movies related to the area.  

One film, Hangfire, which had absolutely no relationship to the Middle East, but rather 

was about escaped convicts taking a town hostage, ran ads with the copy line, “Saddam 

Hussein Look Out.”110  

 Navy SEALs was released on 1,300 plus screens nationally July 20, 1990.  After a 

pathetic three week opening of $17.3 million at the box office, Orion tried to play up the 

film’s topicality with an ad campaign that would link the film indirectly to the looming 

conflict in Iraq.111  Feigen was urging Orion to exploit the daily headlines with ad lines 

for Navy SEALs such as, “Ripped from Today’s Mideast Headlines” and “U.S. Strikes at 

the Heart of Mideast Terrorism.”  Director Lewis Teague countered, “I really hope that 

Orion does not exploit the war to sell this picture.  That would be awful […] I foresee a 

long, bloody war, costly emotionally and economically.  I would not want to ride on the 

coattails of that.”112  When Orion also resisted such exploitation, Feigen accused of the 

studio of being a “liberal crowd.”  Feigen began to fancy herself an expert on terrorism:  

We didn’t have the foresight to use Scuds instead of Stingers, but we were on the 

right track.  I should be talking to the State Department.  I seeped myself in the 

material and now have a certain crazy expertise.113 

When Feigen was criticized for her role as producer of the film, she argued, “I may be a 

feminist but I don’t want to be blown up by a terrorist’s bomb any more than anyone 

else.”114  The print ads were eventually, “From Today’s Headlines. Middle East Mission. 

Navy SEALs to the Rescue.”115  In the end the campaign didn’t help the film’s domestic 

box office: although the Navy SEALs cost nearly $25 million to make, it only brought in 

$30 million at theatres.116  

 Instead, the producers had to wait for the outbreak and hype of the Gulf War in 
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January 1991 to begin to cash in on video sales.  Billboard’s “Top Five” rental chart of 

February showed Navy SEALs trailing just behind leading Die Hard 2 in the number three 

video rental.117  Industry analysts predicted that the war would boost Navy SEALs rentals 

and U.S. retailers bought approximately 270,000 copies.118  Some stores could not keep 

enough copies in stock and had to have customers sign waiting lists.  Yet, audience 

preference was difficult to discern.  Although some video stores saw increased rental of 

Middle East, patriotic or war-themed films, they also noted an aversion to the 

contemporary reality, with increased rentals of comedy and anti-establishment films of 

the 1970s.119  By the first week of March, Navy SEALs had dropped to fifth in video 

rentals and critics predicted that it would lose steam once that the opening strikes of the 

Gulf War had come to a close.120 

 Critics began to question the extent to which the current conflict in Iraq was 

affecting popular films and the stereotypical representation of Arabs and Muslims.  In his 

review of Navy SEALs, Los Angeles Times critic Peter Rainer noted, “The only pertinent 

question raised by Navy SEALs is this: Now that the Russkies are no longer the bad guys, 

who will the new movie meanies be?”121  Scholar Jack Shaheen predicted that the “war 

will only enhance the stereotype,” and Don Bustany from the American- Arab Anti-

Discrimination Committee suggested, “What we have is a situation where there’s no 

balance.  What gets publicized are the extremists.”122  The film studios mostly justified 

such representations with appeals to “reality.”  Priscilla McDonald, of 21st Century 

Films, countered, “Arabs […] are not made out to be villains. We’re just showing what’s 

going on.”123  Mike Elliot of Concorde Pictures was forthwith: “We are definitely 
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capitalizing on the fact that people are talking about the Middle East.”124 

NBC Terrorism Discourse and Islam 

If the menace of bad guys armed with stinger missiles in Navy SEALs seemed a 

mere plot device, it underlined the extent to which the late twentieth-century Western 

psyche was obsessed with Arab terrorists getting access to nuclear, biological and 

chemical (NBC) “weapons of mass destruction.”125  This mid-1990s angst can be 

attributed to a small community of conservative academic and policy wonks, who 

perceived a power vacuum left with the fall of the former Soviet Republics and the 

ubiquity of unsecured stockpiles of nuclear weapons throughout the eastern bloc.126  It 

was the fear that such facile access to NBC’s would result in increased nuclear terrorism. 

However, such proliferation clearly failed to materialize.  In fact, one Energy Department 

source claimed that of all the nuclear terrorism threats the FBI had received over the 

years, every single one proved to be a hoax.127 

The oft cited catalyst of NBC terrorism discourse was the March 1995 sarin gas 

attack on the Tokyo subway system by the apocalyptic Japanese sect, Aum Shinrikyo.  

The Tokyo incident became the subject of U.S. Senate Hearings.128  However, much of 

the discourse could be traced to a set of Western strategic initiatives.  First, Israel had 

long ago (at least since the mid-1950s) acquired nuclear weapons, but refused to sign an 

international Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), or even to acknowledge the 

existence of their own nuclear weapons program.  The U.S. was trying to make Israel 

play ball by underscoring the effect of Israel’s lack of participation.  Thus, Defense 

                                                 
124 Ibid. 
125 In the 1970s, there was concern about the possible consequences of lost or stolen nuclear weapons, 
nuclear bomb threats and radiation dispersal threats, but much of this discourse was the stuff of popular 
fiction. After a nuclear bomb hoax in 1974 in Boston, the Ford administration tasked the Atomic Energy 
Commission to deal with “Responsibility for Search and Detection Operations” and created the Nuclear 
Emergency Search Team (NEST). Richelson, Jeffrey. (2002, March-April). Defusing nuclear terror. 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. 58(2): 38-40. 
126 Cameron, Gavin. (2004). Weapons of Mass destruction terrorism research: past and future. In A. Silke 
(Ed.), Research on terrorism: trends, achievements and failures (pp. 72-90). London, Portland, OR: Frank 
Cass, p. 76. 
127 Davidson, Keay. (1995, April 24). Anti-terrorists’ nightmare: nuclear material. San Francisco Examiner. 
Retrieved September 19, 2008, from http://cdn.sfgate.com/cgi-
bin/article.cgi?f=/e/a/1995/04/24/NEWS14453.dtl 
128 U.S. Congress. (1995, October 31). Senate, Committee on Governmental Affairs, Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations (Minority Staff), Staff Statement, Hearings on Global Proliferation of 

Weapons of Mass Destruction: A Case Study on the Aum Shinrikyo. 



 

221 
 

Secretary William J. Perry cautioned that the lack of treaty participation could result in 

Arabs backing out of non-proliferation commitments and a “rogue nation” or terrorist 

acquiring a nuclear bomb - “one of the most serious threats facing the world today.”129  

The typical conservative deflection of such rhetoric was to heighten concern regarding 

“radical Islam,” the role of Iran in supporting NBC terror, and the need of Western 

powers to “act now to curtail Iran’s growing power.”130  Editorials reminded the 

pollyannaish: 

Israel would be delighted if our region were free of the threat of non-conventional 

weapons.  But there are crazy states in the Middle East, states like Iraq, Iran and 

Libya, and their commitments to international conventions cannot be relied on.131 

Likewise, the U.S. national security elite nostalgically longed for the good old days of the 

Cold War, as opposed to the current epoch of so-called “state sponsors” of terrorism such 

as Iran, who, “procure the material and covertly pass it to the fanatics.”132  As Secretary 

of Defense Les Aspin put it in a March 1993 budget briefing:  

There is, first of all, a new nuclear danger, which is -- The old nuclear danger was 

being an exchange, a superpower exchange of nuclear weapons that would not 

only blow out the United States and the Soviet Union, but might end life on the 

planet as we knew it.  That’s been replaced by the danger of maybe a half a dozen 

nuclear weapons in the hands of a terrorist, or a terrorist state, or terrorist 

organization, or whatever.133 

Another front of the NBC terrorism discourse was the U.S. struggle for global nuclear 

dominance in the post-Cold War era.  Cronies of U.S. nuclear hegemony pointed to 

hypothetical scenarios (“What if the bombing of the World Trade Center had involved a 

nuclear device?”), and then proceeded with non sequitur speculations on the position of 

North Korea, Iran or Pakistan in obtaining nuclear weapons.134  Even the construction of 
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a plutonium and uranium plant in the U.K. prompted Pentagon complaints concerning 

the, “increase[d] danger of terrorist groups obtaining nuclear weapons.”135  

In the case of Russia, the security argument was vociferous: the continued 

breeding of plutonium by Russia, whether for fuel or weapons, would inevitably result in 

increased illegal, global trafficking of fissionable material.136  Even though experts 

maintained that Russia had tighter controls on its nuclear weapons than the U.S. had on 

its own, western sources continued to spread rumors that Russian nuclear security was lax 

and that smuggled materials could be purchased effortlessly.137  This mythology could be 

seen in the 1992 account of nuclear warheads “disappearing” from the former Soviet 

republic of Kazakhstan and “reappearing” in Iran.138  Western policymakers suggested, 

“The United States should get tougher with Yeltsin and perhaps even insist on monitoring 

the situation firsthand.”139  In the instances of actual black market sales of smuggled 

radioactive materials in Germany, not one was of weapons grade or feasibly could be 

processed to make nuclear weapons.  Nonetheless, such busts were, “chilling 

reminders.”140   

Russian intelligence officials countered that security was very tight and that 

accounts of nuclear devices being sold or lost were “complete rubbish.”141  Given that the 

U.S. accounted for nearly 50 percent of the global production of uranium and that Russia 

was nearing a competitive 25 percent of market control with its lower pricing, it stands to 

reason that western officials and lobbyists had a glaring conflict of interest.  According to 

the Russian newspaper Izvestia, the value of uranium exports from Russia had increased 

from $2 million to $110 million between in 1986 and 1991.  Despite its position as one of 

the two global nuclear powers, Russia was being portrayed as, “a nuclear junkyard that 

needs picking over, tidying up and fencing off.”142 
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Then there was good old-fashioned institutional perpetuity.  1993 saw a one-third 

increase in funding - from $4.2 billion to $5.4 billion - for “Star Wars.”  With the 

collapse of the Cold War, U.S. Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) expenditures could now 

be justified in the Congress with a few tweaks - including the new mission of preventing 

nuclear weapons from spreading to additional countries.  As Peter McCloskey, President 

of the Electronics Industries Association put it, “We want to try to prevent the 

opportunities for terrorist blackmail.”143  Rep. Les Aspin (D-WI), chairman of the House 

Armed Services Committee, argued that SDI was necessary to protect against “nuclear 

terrorism, accidental launch of missiles, or ‘a national leader who is not rational.’”144 

The U.S. State Department’s Patterns of Global Terrorism had made virtually no 

mention of NBC threats until its 1995 edition, when the annual review cited the Tokyo 

subway attack, and an “unprecedented” multilateral conference on counterterrorism held 

in Ottawa in December 1995, at which ministers of the G-7 plus Russia pledged to take 

action in the sharing of intelligence on terrorism, and, “pursuing measures to prevent the 

terrorist use of nuclear, chemical, and biological materials.”145  Soon to follow was the 

Office of the Secretary of Defense’s 1996 report, Proliferation: Threat and Response, 

which suggested: 

Most terrorist groups do not have the financial and technical resources to acquire 

nuclear weapons, but could gather materials to make radiological dispersion 

devices and some biological and chemical agents […] Terrorist acts involving 

NBC weapons represent a particularly dangerous threat that must be countered.146 

The NBC terrorism discourse was complemented by messages about the threat of Arabs 

and Islam.  Perhaps the most widely received message came with the PBS broadcast of 

Jihad in America.  Produced by right-wing Orientalist Stephen Emerson, this 

documentary claimed to unveil the existence of a network of Islamic terrorist cells and 

training camps throughout the United States.  Emerson was well known for his paranoid 
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hostility toward Islam.  Prior to the PBS broadcast, Emerson had appeared on CBS’s 

“Eye on America” and “60 Minutes” making similar claims.147  Grounded in the inane 

rhetoric of conservative news and pro-Israel op-ed pieces, Emerson equated jihad with 

hatred, fanaticism and violence.148  According to scholar Jack Shaheen, television news 

broadcasts were soon uncritically reiterating Emerson’s theories, “perpetuating the myth 

that Muslims possess an ingrained, unprovoked hatred of ‘civilized’ peoples, notably 

Americans and Israelis.”149  When Clinton later in 1996 invited input from Muslim 

delegates, Emerson penned a Wall Street Journal article entitled, “Friends of Hamas in 

the White House.”150 

True Lies: Cameron and Schwarzenegger 

It was in this zeitgeist that James Cameron began to develop the screenplay for 

True Lies, a film about a U.S. Omega Sector spy, Harry, who has led his wife Helen to 

believe he is a nerdy computer consultant, until the two get caught up in a plot by Arab 

terrorists, Crimson Jihad, to nuke the U.S. with a black market warhead from former 

Soviet Kazakhstan.  Nuclear holocaust and technological anxiety had long been a 

cornerstone in Cameron’s films.151  Being from Ontario, Canada, Cameron was 

considerably insulated from U.S. Cold War culture and claimed to have never really had 

“any respect for American culture.”152  Nonetheless, he was a child of Cold War media 

and came to project strongly an American sensibility in his films: 

When I was a kid, I loved all the spy thrillers from James Bond movies to “Get 

Smart.”  I absolutely ate up “The Man from U.N.C.L.E.” and “I, Spy.” I never 

missed an episode.153 
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As an adult, Cameron would continue to tap into childhood fantasy in his films.  By the 

mid-1990s he had come to realize that he was creating movies for his “15-year-old self, 

with an overlay of a 39-year-old’s life experience,”154 which translated into a 

“schizophrenic” cinema fenced in between real adult world struggles and infantile wish-

fulfillment.  Now with the fall of the Soviet Union the world had changed.  Cameron 

echoed the popular image of Russia as a nuclear junkyard: 

You’ve got Russians starving, their country’s in chaos and to my knowledge they 

haven’t dismantled one of their nuclear weapons and we’ve still got ours.155 

Cameron had built his reputation with Schwarzenegger through the Terminator franchise; 

he had directed Aliens, the sequel to Ridley Scott’s sci-fi thriller.  Even if Cameron was 

seen only provisionally as a film artist by critics, he was most certainly an innovator of a 

special effects-driven type of visceral cinema.  Moreover, Cameron was gaining a 

reputation that would be whispered regularly in coming years – as a director whose work 

presented a transparent representation of Hollywood capital and his access and control 

over it.  As Yvonne Tasker states, Cameron was often perceived as a “megalomaniac 

lurching around a large pit of money.”156  He had broken the record on film budgets with 

Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991, $88 million) and would continue to set new records 

with True Lies (1994, $120 million) and Titanic (1997, $200 million).   

Cameron had become an A-level director and was in a unique position, having 

just recently put together a groundbreaking production arrangement with 20th Century 

Fox.  His production company, Lightstorm, could to give the green light to any project 

Cameron wished for the period of five years up to twelve pictures worth in excess of 

$500 million.157  He had been developing a live-action Spiderman, but the project was 

interminably on hold due to projected costs, required (but yet undeveloped) visual 

technologies, and a maze of intellectual property litigation.158  Cameron had just directed 
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a series of sci-fi films, was ready for a change of pace, and comedy seemed a “challenge 

of another sort, something entirely new.”159   

The idea for True Lies was brought to Cameron in spring 1992 by Arnold 

Schwarzenegger when they met for breakfast at Schwarzenegger’s Santa Monica 

beerhaus, Schatzi on Main.160  The concept was based on a French film, La Totale!, 

which had been introduced to Schwarzenegger by his brother-in-law, Bobby Shriver.  

Cameron held a private screening of the film and decided that he would write a treatment 

for Fox, and eventually, develop it as a vehicle for Schwarzenegger.161  Schwarzenegger 

was especially intrigued by the concept: a superhero spy who can influence world events, 

but has lost all control in his own home.162  Cameron saw in True Lies a very accessible 

story about an ordinary relationship placed in an extraordinary situation: spectators could 

relate to the husband and wife presented on the screen while being witness to situations 

that they would probably never meet in their lives.  He appreciated the potential hybridity 

of James Bond espionage (based on the attraction of the male protagonist to the “femme 

fatale” and the “good woman”) and Rock Hudsonesque domestic comedy (based on the 

war of the sexes).163   

La Totale! was a small domestic comedy produced with an eye to French 

television distribution; if Cameron was to team up with Schwarzenegger to shoot a 

Hollywood adaptation, it would be blockbuster action spectacle loaded with special 

effects.164  Yet, Cameron promised Fox that at $40 million the budget would be far less 

than the recent Terminator 2.165  Cameron so adored the idea of examining the 

obligations of marriage in mythic James Bond terms that he immediately set about 

acquiring the rights to adapt La Totale!  Fox brass, Peter Chernin, was also excited to 
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have a potential summer champ by pairing up the Cameron and Schwarzenegger, the 

winning team behind The Terminator. 

Preproduction of True Lies 

As he began adapting the script in the fall of 1992, Cameron contacted longtime 

collaborator Randall Frakes, who had worked with Cameron since co-writing and co-

directing Xenogenesis, the sci-fi short that got Cameron a job with Roger Corman’s New 

World Studios in 1979.166  Since then, Frakes had joined Cameron on Aliens and the 

Terminator films.167  Cameron and Frakes shot ideas back and forth and then Cameron 

went off on his own to write a “scriptment” of True Lies (a novella-length treatment).  

Cameron regularly found himself struggling over the coexistence of action and comedy 

within the same film and finding the right tone for each scene so that one would not run 

the risk of canceling out the other.   

The careful negotiation of hybridity became all the more vital when 

Schwarzenegger’s parodic action film, The Last Action Hero, released during 

preproduction of True Lies became a critical and commercial failure.168  The bravado 

veneer of the 1980s blockbuster actioner had been gradually fractured by the cynical and 

self-reflexive modes of post-modernity, revealing the triteness of the burly action hero.  

Now audiences discovered in the action film an increasing tendency toward self parody; 

Schwarzenegger was at the forefront of this tendency, presenting a new absurd 

playfulness in his heroic roles, at the risk of miscalculating popular box office reaction:169   

I thought it would be the ultimate in entertainment for people to have a little 

insight into the hideousness of action movies and all these things happen.  You 

never run out of ammunition.  You keep shooting away 50 shots with a gun that 
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has only six bullets in it.  You can jump off buildings and crash through walls 

with cars and fires and explosions.  And everything is always fine.170 

Cameron felt that the comedy/action of The Last Action Hero made the mistake of 

ridiculing Schwarzenegger, his genre and its fan base from the outside; following the 

outcome of The Last Action Hero, Schwarzenegger preferred that True Lies move more 

toward hard action than comedy and had aversion to the term “action-comedy.”171 

The first script draft of May 18, 1993 illustrated the transformation of a French 

domestic comedy into a Hollywood blockbuster action film, replete with scenes and 

action symptomatic of U.S. militarism.  In La Totale! the Arab terrorists figure as a minor 

subplot element; in True Lies they become the central antagonists.  Whereas in La Totale! 

the protagonist agent Francois is slim and mischievous, in True Lies Harry is muscular 

and combative.  As a comedy of errors, hostages in La Totale! think they have been taken 

to an Arab country when in fact they are in a Paris market; as a Hollywood captivity 

subplot, hostages in True Lies are taken to a terrorist compound, drugged with truth 

serum and threatened by a ghoulish torturer, Samir, whose accoutrements include 

“medical instruments, needle-probes, drills, Dremel tools with saw blades.”172  Whereas 

the French Francois subdues two terrorists by dropping one on top of another and takes 

out another ten with poisoned food, a handgun, a forklift, and a few of bags of flour, 

Harry employs knives, explosives, machine guns, and a Harrier jet to violently dispatch 

scores of Arab terrorists.173   

In brainstorming visual effects for True Lies, Cameron turned to John Bruno, who 

had worked with him on The Abyss and Terminator 2.  Bruno reacted positively to 

Cameron’s script, but felt that more needed to be done with the Arab terrorists in the 

ending sequence.  Cameron and Bruno collaborated on True Lies in the same way as they 

had for the Abyss.  Over the several months Cameron and Bruno faxed back and forth 

ideas, script pages and sketches, “plussing” and extending gags on paper, which resulted 

in an eccentric climax, in which the Arab terrorist jumps on the tail of the Harrier amid 

city skyscrapers, battles Schwarzenegger with a knife in the jet’s cockpit, and is caught 
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on a missile, fired away and sent through the glass wall of a skyscraper, exploding a 

terrorist helicopter on the other side.174  The shots were storyboarded, and then acted out 

with miniatures and toy Harrier on video.  The video was then printed in frames and the 

storyboard was reconfigured to match.175    

Cameron had not set out to make a film about the threat of Arab terrorism, but in 

the attempt to create a “credible villain” he ended out doing just that.  Cameron reasoned 

that the end of the Cold War left the James Bonds without an adversary and that the 

Russians always had been exaggeratedly demonized anyway.  However, Cameron 

believed that “terrorists” were truthfully “evil,” that they killed by individual choice, and 

they killed innocents.176  With this reasoning, Cameron researched and built the script 

around a plot of fictional terrorist group that has access to nuclear weapons.  As 

demonstrated above, a perfunctory survey of counterterrorist literature in this period 

would have revealed to Cameron the inflated figures NBC terrorists; he learned of, “five 

or ten thousand terrorists of this type,”177 despite more reliable sources showing that fears 

of Arab terrorists wielding nuclear bombs tended, “to bump up against hard reality.”178 

Casting for True Lies would be focused on finding the talent that best 

complemented his principal star, Schwarzenegger.  The side-kick Gib would need to be a 

careful choice given the delicate balance that generally needs to be achieved in police-

buddy films.  By July 1993, casting had seen over twenty actors and Cameron began to 

have doubts about the way the character was written.  Neither Schwarzenegger nor 

Cameron would have considered controversial television personality Tom Arnold for the 

part had not Cameron reluctantly agreed to see him as a favor to Arnold’s agent.179  

Cameron initially thought that Arnold’s media image as Roseanne Barr’s husband would 

generate negative audience response.  Yet, Arnold met with Cameron to discuss the 

character and ended up reading some of the script.  Cameron was impressed with 

Arnold’s ability to play the wise-cracking Gib: “He cracked me up and said the lines the 
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way they were written.”180  Cameron had Schwarzenegger meet with Arnold the next day 

and the “two Arnolds” worked well together.181  Cameron signed Tom Arnold in mid-

July.182 

As for Harry’s mousy mid-aged wife, Helen, Cameron had his mind set on Jamie 

Lee Curtis from the beginning.  Once labeled “scream-queen” (Halloween, Prom Night), 

but more recently comedienne (Trading Places, A Fish Called Wanda), Curtis had met 

Cameron on the set of Blue Steel in 1989.183  Cameron felt that Curtis had a natural 

comedic knack and he always visualized her playing the character as he was writing the 

script.184  However, Schwarzenegger did not consider Curtis right for the part and was 

fairly resistant: “I don’t think she plays a mom.”185  Many different actresses were 

considered; at one point Isabella Rossellini seemed to be the top runner to play Helen.186 

Still, Cameron continued to lobby for Curtis and finally prevailed upon Schwarzenegger 

to let her have the part.187  Curtis received a script with cover note from Cameron: “Tell 

me what you think of Helen.  Arnold is playing Harry.”188  Curtis was not particularly 

interested in doing an action film when she started to look over the first scene, but once 

she read the domestic scene in which Harry pretends to be a computer salesman, she was 

sold and called Cameron to accept the role.  Curtis claimed that Helen was the best-

rounded character she had ever played: “She’s not your typical strong woman, but in fact 

she’s this repressed woman who’s like us all.”189  It was confirmed on August 11 that 

Curtis had signed to play Helen; she would be on set back in L.A. a week later.190 
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For the role of Simon, the used car salesman that pretends to be a spy in order to 

seduce Helen, Cameron enlisted Bill Paxton, who had previously appeared in supporting 

roles in Cameron’s Aliens and The Terminator.191  Paxton loved the role because Simon 

really lived up to the title of the film, “All the characters atone for their mistakes, but 

Simon atones for all mankind, all the way back to the caveman.”192  To prepare for the 

role, Cameron had Paxton study Robert Redford’s seduction of Faye Dunaway in the 

Three Days of the Condor.193  For the character Juno, a Crimson Jihad operative who 

poses as an antiquities curator, Cameron was looking to actresses who could play a 

villain with a sophisticated, foreign façade in contrast to the all-American Helen.  Karina 

Lombard, an actress of American Indian ethnicity, but raised in Europe, was first cast for 

the role up until mid-December 1993, when Asian actress Tia Carrere replaced Lombard 

as the femme fatale Juno.194  The eye-patched uber-spook of Omega Sector, Spencer 

Trilby, is described as a “cross between Colin Powell and J. Edgar Hoover.”195  When 

Cameron approached conservative, NRA advocate Charlton Heston about playing Trilby, 

Heston questioned his being cast as a CIA agent since he had never played one before.196  

Cameron reasoned: “Well we need someone who can plausibly chew out Arnold.”197 

Cameron also handpicked without audition Pakistani-born actor Art Malik to play 

lead terrorist Aziz.  Malik had a number of ethnic roles in his career, both Indian 

(Passage to India, The Far Pavilions) and Arab (The Living Daylights, Harem).  It 

sometimes annoyed Malik that he was always asked to portray, “head-nodding Asians, 

with Peter Sellers accents.”198  Yet in the summer of 1993, when Malik found himself in 

severe debt, his wife instructed him to phone his agent – someone from L.A. had called to 

offer him a role as the villain in True Lies.  Schwarzenegger had saved Malik from 

financial ruin; in fact, Malik had been in Cameron’s mind during writing the screenplay – 

the terrorist character’s name in the script was initially penned “Malik” before Cameron 
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settled with “Salim Abu Aziz” for the final film.199  When word got out about Malik’s 

role, Muslim community leaders tried to contact him to prevent him from taking the 

role.200 

Roles and Missions 

In order to acquire all the footage for the film’s climactic action sequence in 

which Arnold Schwarzenegger duels with Arab terrorists in a Harrier jet, the producers 

would have to secure full cooperation from the U.S. Department of Defense.  As visual 

effects artist John Bruno explains, “If we hadn’t got cooperation, we would have had to 

do a lot of model shots and it would have been a nightmare.”201  Producer Stephanie 

Austin opened dialogue with Maj. Jerry Broeckert of the Marine Corps’s Los Angeles 

Public Affairs Office in May 1993 and then wrote directly to the Defense Department’s 

senior liaison to Hollywood, Phil Strub, requesting the use of three Harrier jets and 

related support.  Austin sold True Lies on the angle of its potential benefit to the 

Pentagon:  

Harriers will be showcased in the grand finale and will, together with Marine 

Corps pilots and Mr. Schwarzenegger, play a pivotal role in the film’s action-

packed climax.  Given the high visibility of this film, the intended use of this 

equipment and the heroic depiction of the Marine pilots, we believe that this film 

would well serve what Major Broeckert has described as the Marines’ twin goals 

of educating the public as to the Marine Corps’ operations and capabilities and 

generally enhancing the Marines’ profile among Mr. Schwarzenegger’s many 

young fans.202 

Put another way, the “twin goal” criteria for Defense Department assistance was that the 

production must provide the public with a better understanding of the military (or the 

image the military wants to project) and the production should assist in military 

recruitment and retention.203  The Marines twin goals would no doubt be met by working 
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with True Lies.  Schwarzenegger’s position as the action hero par excellence would 

penetrate a youth demographic ideal for the military recruitment.  If recruitment had 

surged for the Air Force and the Navy after Top Gun, why couldn’t the same happen for 

the Marine Corps with True Lies?204  As Lt. Col. Jerry Broeckert, the Marines’ liaison for 

the production, assessed with a grin: “This is going to be a Marine Top Gun.”205   

True Lies would also show the U.S. Marines’ operations and capabilities - not 

only to the general public, but moreover to Congress, which was increasingly scrutinizing 

the post-Cold War relevance of military spending.  In 1994 there was significant conflict 

between the separate military services over future roles and missions.  John P. White, 

director of the Center for Business and Government at Harvard’s Kennedy School of 

Government and former assistant secretary of defense, was heading an independent 

commission charged with reforming the pre-existing jumbled and overlapping roles of 

the armed services, which translated to each service quite clearly: funding, status and 

continued existence were on the line.  Central to this commission was the role of each 

service in “expeditionary” operations.  The Marines had long branded their “unique 

ability to operate anywhere, independent of foreign bases and strategic lift.”206  This was 

grounded in the philosophy of “vertical vision”: Marines in the air should protect Marines 

on the ground and this should be achieved via an all-Marine air craft, which combines the 

vertical ability of helicopters and the speed and range of fixed-wing airplanes, thus 

distinguishing the Marines’ air forces from those of the Navy, Air Force and Army.207  

As one critic noted about True Lies, “The Marines scored a public relations coup by 

getting a Hollywood star into a plane that exemplifies and advertises their real-world 

effort to move to the cutting edge of technology and post-Cold War military 

relevance.”208  

What critics failed to mention is that despite the Harrier being sold to Congress on 

its much touted vertical takeoff, the jet had a troubled history and rarely provided the 

vertical capabilities boasted in True Lies.  Over the years, the Harrier’s vertical takeoff 

had never been used in combat - it had only been applied in training exercises and air 

                                                 
204 Kemper, Bob. (1996, October 15). The Pentagon’s movie mogul. Chicago Tribune. 
205 Schodolski, Vincent J. (1994, April 17). Lights! camera! ten-hut! Chicago Tribune, p. 20. 
206 Rosenfeld, S. S. (1994, October 14). Scramble over roles and missions. Washington Post, p. A27. 
207 Miller, Alan C. and Sack, Kevin. (2002, December 15). The vertical vision. Los Angeles Times, p. A1. 
208 Rosenfeld. 



 

234 
 

shows, while in combat missions the Harrier made short, rolling launches from runways 

and Navy assault ships.  Furthermore, it was coming to light that the Harrier was known 

to airmen as the “Widow Maker,” because its loss rate was more than double that of the 

other U.S. combat jets during the 1991 Persian Gulf War.  By 2002, the Harrier would 

have killed 45 Marines in 143 noncombat accidents.  Nonetheless, Marines Corps 

officials continued to whitewash the Harrier situation, either writing off fatalities as the 

price of military innovation or diminishing risk in official reports.  A 1992 report by the 

Defense Department’s inspector general found that Harrier engine still “ranks low in 

reliability” after seven upgrades, yet concludes that the Navy and Marines are “taking 

appropriate actions” to reduce accidents.209   

Thus, in True Lies, the Harrier is shown doing things that the Marines knew the 

jet couldn’t do and fighting a type of asymmetrical enemy that the plane was not 

designed to fight.  Realism would be a criterion for Pentagon assistance if a production 

put the military in an unfavorable light, but realism could facilely be dispensed with 

should the positive benefit be substantial.  It has long been recognized that major 

blockbusters provide a powerful platform for the display of new weapons systems in 

times of Congressional reservation or financial austerity, especially after the Cold War, 

when military spending met greater scrutiny.  The Pentagon was not beyond making 

suggestions for showcasing new hardware that did not even initially appear in 

screenplays.210  As Suid suggests, the Marine Corps only played a minor role in True 

Lies, but the film created a “positive image of the Corps’s men and weapons helping stop 

terrorists.”211   

It is little wonder that the Marine Corps bit at this opportunity and requested very 

little in the way of script changes.  Gen. J.K. Shotwell, director of Marines public affairs 

had “no objections in principle” to assisting Cameron, as long as there was no cost to the 

government (Fox would pay $2,410 an hour for the jets at a total cost $100,738 for 41.8 

hours of flying time) and that the jets were used on a “noninterference basis” (all flights 

double as training missions; pilots were unpaid).212  Harrier landing supervisors would 
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have to “be available to supervise all flight operations during filming.”213  Gen. Shotwell 

only requested two script revisions: since the plot called for Schwarzenegger to basically 

hijack a Harrier from a Marines pilot, the pilot would need to be too far away to prevent 

it, or the pilot would need to be restrained by another character.  Gen. Shotwell demanded 

that during the hijacking, the character restraining the Marines pilot would clarify, “Harry 

is a former Marine Corps Harrier pilot,” so that it would be plausible that 

Schwarzenegger could actually operate a Harrier.214   

Thus, despite that in the case of Iron Eagle (1986) Pentagon assistance was 

denied on the basis that the main character hijacks an F-16, in the case of True Lies 

assistance was granted.  While the Pentagon would be reluctant to assist in making 

Crimson Tide (1995) because the likelihood of a mutiny on submarine was, “somewhat 

less than getting kidnapped by Martians,” Schwarzenegger commandeering a $33 million 

Harrier was reasonable.215  And whereas the producers of Clear and Present Danger 

(1994) had to revise their script because of the “very negative portrayals of Colombia,”216 

no comment was made about the flaky NBC terrorist plot-line and odious stereotyping of 

Arabs and Muslims in True Lies.  Gen. Shotwell sought to ensure “accuracy” in the 

depiction of military life, but did little to ensure the plausibility of future military conflict 

or representations of violence against racialized enemies.  Phil Strub laid out the policy: 

“We have to be mindful of violence and sex, but we don’t set ourselves up as moral 

arbiters.”217 

 The True Lies crew secured permission to visit the Marine Corps Air Station in 

Yuma, Arizona and access to study the AV-8B Harrier in detail.  A Harrier would be 

towed into a hangar, where the special effects crew would be permitted to create 

fiberglass molds to assist in making a mock-up jet for live action scenes.  Interior jet 

scenes would be shot in a jet simulator at Yuma.218  Maj. Pete Gutmann of Marine Attack 

Squadron 223, in Cherry Point, NC outfit would provide further assistance in the way of 
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Harrier planes and pilots.  According to Maj. Gutmann, James Cameron was “fascinated 

by the capability of the plane.  He was pretty big on it.”219  

Just the same, Marine Corps liaison Lt. Col. Broeckert became enamored of 

Cameron’s top weapon, Arnold Schwarzenegger; the two would playfully deride each 

other on set.220  Broeckert enjoyed his close contacts with Hollywood and apparently was 

not above using his public office for private gain, arranging special tours of studios and 

visits to celebrity homes for friends and being entertained free of charge in Beverly Hills 

clubs.  When Broeckert was under investigation for fraternization with a subordinate and 

professional misconduct in 1996, Charlton Heston and conservative screenwriter John 

Milius spoke in Broeckert’s defense.221  Broeckert retired from the military in 1997, but 

continued to work in the private sector as a coproducer, technical adviser and writer for 

Stu Segall Productions’ military television series, “Pensacola: Wings of Gold.”222 

While the producers of True Lies were working with military assistance, scouts 

were sent out to secure locations.  For the film’s finale, the script called for an urban 

setting and Florida was considered early along.  Miami officials were eager to host a film 

production that could provide visibility to Miami as a prospective location for other 

productions and opportunities for local artisans to find employment.  Florida could 

provide more affordable locations than Los Angeles or New York.  Furthermore, Miami 

had many interesting locations that had seldom or never appeared on film.  Talented, 

enthusiastic, and cheap, local actors and crew could be utilized.  South Florida offered 

plenty of venues for rest and relaxation after hours of shooting.223  The primary asset that 

Florida really lacked was good sound stages, so shooting would be limited to locations, 

while soundstage work would be completed back in California.224   
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Going back to Black Sunday in 1976, Miami dreamed of becoming “Hollywood 

East.”  Now finally the dream was shaping into reality, with 5,295 permits issued for 

features, TV and print work in 1993, an influx of $370 million and several blockbusters 

action thrillers slated to shoot in the Miami.225  Rather than “Hollywood East,” critics 

were calling Miami “Toronto South,” because it was just one more location for runaway 

production, encouraged by Florida’s “right-to-work” laws that allowed studios to employ 

non-union workers at a fraction of union pay.226  Miami had come full circle since 1976; 

it was once again under a fictive Arab terrorist attack, but this time the three-week 

location shoot of True Lies promised to be Miami’s biggest ever, with significant 

economic impact of $10 million for the local economy before even counting the influx of 

money from approximately 200 visitors involved in the film.227   

The New River Center in Fort Lauderdale was first looked at, but the producers 

chose instead the 20 floor InterTerra office building on Brickell Avenue near downtown 

Miami, named by locals “Darth Vader” for its sinister appearance.228  The InterTerra 

building had several vacant floors allowing the crew to stage scenes; a crane could be 

mounted to shoot scenes of the mock-up Harrier mounted on a hydraulic motion platform 

and hanging from cables and two false stories could be erected to suggest ongoing 

construction on the roof.229  The Miami Dade County film office assisted with obtaining 

all the permits to allow nearly all of the production’s stunts in the heart of the city’s 

financial district and including logistics such as traffic and crowd.230   

Although Miami was enthusiastic about working with Cameron, Key West 

officials put him through eight months of delays in obtaining permissions and $250,000 

in permit fees.  Initially the producers sought to use a five acre island for four weeks 

between October and December.  They wrote to the Department of Public Works that “a 

substantial portion of the climactic ending” of the film takes place on a fictional Keys 
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island connected to a highway by a short ramp.  Pigeon Key would be an ideal 

location.231  Cameron planned to use Florida Key locations for the terrorist compound 

and coastal bridges to stage chase scenes in which the terrorists attempt to penetrate the 

U.S.  The Monroe County commission initially accepted the concept of the project, but 

Mayor Jack London requested more specific information, especially regarding the benefit 

of allowing explosions and car chases to take place in Monroe County.  Location scout 

Colette Hailey assured the commission that the production would fill 125 hotel rooms.232   

Cameron planned on running a car off the old Seven Mile Bridge near Marathon, 

FL and igniting a gasoline fire on the water in the Keys, but was prevented by state 

environmental regulators, who were concerned that car stunts and gasoline residue would 

damage fragile sea grasses and coral reefs.  The producers were required to steam clean 

the car and seal any potential oil or fuel leaks before running the car over the bridge and 

to lift it out by barge afterward.  Under no circumstances would gasoline fires be 

permitted, only liquid propane.233  Only a miniature bridge could be destroyed on a barge 

so it would not damage the ocean floor.  A state biologist would be on hand to monitor all 

the stunts.  The producers complained that they would not have had to go through all of 

this if they shot in California, but the Florida Department of Environmental Protection 

replied, “But this is different.  This is Florida […] Our philosophy is accommodate, but 

don’t violate.”234  On October 20, 1993, the Monroe County Commission finally 

approved permissions to film the old Seven Mile Bridge, the Bahia Honda Bridge and 

several sites on Sugarloaf Key in Florida, as well as to build temporary sets and close 

parts of Sugarloaf Boulevard for filming, just in time for the scheduled third week of 

November.  The crew would also need exemptions from the county’s noise ordinance for 

explosions.235 

In contrast to the consumerist, urban space of Miami held captive by terror, 

Washington D.C. would figure as the space of state power which the intelligence group 
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Omega Sector and the Tasker family inhabit.236  Although the offices of Omega Sector 

and the Tasker Home interiors were shot on a sound stage in Santa Clarita, CA, exterior 

locations would be needed in D.C.  For the Tasker house, producers scouted out a 

clapboard house in the middle-class D.C. neighborhood of Chevy Chase.237  For the chase 

sequence in which Aziz flees on motorcycle while Schwarzenegger pursues him on 

horseback, they secured sections D.C. streets (on North Capitol Street from New York to 

Massachusetts Avenue), parks, monuments and Georgetown Mall.238 

For the scenes depicting oil-rich, terrorist sponsor Khaled’s chateau, the producers 

contacted Salve Regina University and the Preservation Society of Newport County in 

June 1993 to inquire about using one of the “cottage” mansions and requested 

photographs of Newport, RI.  Based on the architectural shots of the roof lines of the 

mansions, Cameron selected the châteauesque Ochre Court and the waterfront mansion, 

Rosecliff.  Salve Regina and the Preservation Society of Newport County approved 

filming for an undisclosed location fee.  Although the setting in the film is assumed to be 

European, city officials agreed that the film’s production would provide exposure to 

Newport’s tourist industry; the state film and television office director, Rick Smith, 

projected a “tremendous influx of dollars.”239  Smith advised the Newport City Council to 

grant a variance from noise ordinances so as to allow for automatic weapons simulations 

and explosions during the 4 p.m. to 7 a.m. night shoots.  Robert Rosenberg of the 

Newport County Convention & Visitors urged support for the filmmakers, “When these 

(film) companies come in here, they mean big business.”240  The council approved the 

variance unanimously on January 12, 1994 despite protest from the Citizens Against 

Noise and Nuisance in Newport, who didn’t want the neighborhood “emulating 

Sarajevo.”241   
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For the snow chase sequence “outside” of the European château, which called for 

a snow-beaten landscape, twisting roads and an old bridge, the producers contacted 

officials of Placer and Nevada, CA, who were happy to accommodate a major motion 

picture production for a three-week period in March 1994 that would bring between $4.5 

and $5 million to the local economy.242  The producers requested that the Placer and 

Nevada shoots be kept quiet so as to avoid crowds and criticism of property owners.243 

Shooting True Lies 

Production commenced in late July 1993 just about thirty minutes outside 

Hollywood at Santa Clarita Studios.244  The crew started with the exposition of the 

distanced relationship between Curtis and Schwarzenegger within interiors of the Tasker 

house.  Beginning the first three weeks with this material helped the actors to establish 

the relationship explored throughout the production.245  This beginning portion of 

shooting was completed on October 1.246  Beginning in early October, the crew began to 

shoot on location for four weeks in Washington, D.C.247  On October 11, material with 

Schwarzenegger and Paxton was shot on the eastbound lanes of New York Avenue.248  

On October 24, traffic was rerouted for six hours as they shot night scenes of 

Schwarzenegger, terrorist Malik, and Tom Arnold entering the Georgetown Park 

shopping mall.249  Whitehurst Freeway was closed for a gunfight sequence between 

stuntmen in a helicopter and driving in a car, while the cast and crew pitched camp in 

parking lots by the waterfront near 33rd and Water streets.  In some cases Cameron went 
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guerrilla, scouting locations and staging scenes impromptu without bothering to get 

permits if he did not expect to interrupt traffic.250  

One snag came when Cameron tried to stage the horse chase through the 

Reflecting Pool near the Washington Monument.  National Park Service officials ruled 

against it.  Schwarzenegger tried to go above the heads of park officials, first calling on 

MPPA czar Jack Valenti to try his influence on Washington.  Then Schwarzenegger used 

his Kennedy family connections, getting his father-in-law, Sargent Shriver, to call 

directly on Interior Secretary, Bruce Babbitt.  Babbitt upheld the park officials’ 

decision.251  Cameron would have to settle for a horseback ride down the Mall, over some 

shrubbery and through a smaller fountain.252  Using a robotic horse with a man inside, 

Cameron made Schwarzenegger ride into the elevator and up to a hotel rooftop while 

pursuing Aziz.253  While in D.C., Schwarzenegger visited soldiers injured in Somalia at 

the Walter Reed Army Hospital and gave fitness lectures at Bunker Hill Elementary 

School.254 

The crew next moved to Miami to shoot from November 1 to November 22.  

Cameron was trying to avoid expensive digital compositing in postproduction by getting 

as many live action shots against the Miami skyline as possible.  Traffic between 

Southwest Eighth Street and Southwest 15th Road, as well as Miami’s Metromover, 

would be stopped intermittently to allow filming of terrorist battles atop the InterTerra 

building and the reactions of jolted onlookers (recruited by local radio and newspapers 

calling for film extras).255  Commuters on I-95 slowed down to catch a glimpse of the 

action, while occupants of Brickell office buildings had prime seats to take in the sights 

of rolling smoke, circling helicopters, and a Harrier mock-up holding Schwarzenegger 

and stunt doubles tethering on a cable.  A fiery helicopter plunged toward police car.  

Down in the street, extras scattered for life and limb.  Despite all of this open 
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pandemonium, Cameron was keeping the big picture under wraps.  Publicist Steve 

Newman remarked, “It’s the climactic sequence of the film, and we don’t want to give it 

away.”256  However, what was becoming common knowledge was that the film’s budget 

was growing toward $80 million and was falling behind schedule.257 

The crew next moved to the Florida Keys in late November, where production 

designers constructed a stereotypical “terrorist compound” on the Patch Property, a 

remote area along Atlantic Ocean on Sugarloaf Key that was once a trailer park.258  Uzi 

Gal, a former member of Israel’s Sayeret Matkal elite commando force, Hollywood 

bodyguard, and Gulf War veteran served as military weapons specialist.259  Gal had 

worked with Cameron on Terminator 2, training heroine Linda Hamilton.  For True Lies, 

he was tasked with coaching the film’s terrorists for three weeks of fitness instruction at 

the Duval Square Health and Fitness center in Key West.  Gal also schooled the cast in 

MAC-10 and MAC-11 weapons.260  Gal conceded the constructed image of “terrorists” in 

the film: “I feel like I have a whole army to train and command, but terrorists are actually 

kind of small people.  All it really takes is motivation.”261  

Casting had drawn ethnic faces from both Los Angeles and Florida residents 

(models, college students, and waiters) to play the Arab heavies.  During a Hollywood 

Bowl concert in July 1993, casting associate Emily Schweber noticed Armen Ksajikian, a 

large, bearded cellist and approached him about playing Juno’s chauffeur, “Akbar.”  

Schweber perceived that on camera Ksajikian looked “too nice” for a terrorist, so they 

got him together with Gal, who taught him, “the attitude he needed - behind the eyes.”262 

New Jersey boxer-turned-actor Matt Abuk, despite Schwarzenegger shooting flames at 

him, praised Cameron, “He is a genius at work, like a mad scientist when it comes to 

movies.”263  Florida resident and Jewish American, Joshua Rosenblatt would pass as a 

terrorist given his command of Farsi and firearms experience.  Cameron also asked Gal to 
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appear in the film as the lead terrorist that gets a knife hurled in his eye by 

Schwarzenegger: “You remember that accent you used to have? I want you to get it 

back.”264 

After Schwarzenegger and Curtis escape from the compound, they must prevent 

Crimson Jihad convoy from transporting MIRV missiles from the Florida Keys to Miami.  

The shoot called for an elaborate chase scene involving a 200-person crew on the Old 

Seven Mile Bridge, which had been closed to traffic and had a 280 foot gap in the middle 

from a former swing span that had been removed in 1982.  To provide a continuous 

bridge for the film, TPS, Inc., a Key West firm, was brought in to construct wooden 

bridge piece painted to look like steel.265  Working with the Key West Naval Air Station, 

sequences involving formations of Harrier jets would be briefed and then shot from 

helicopters and cranes, while Cameron directed from a helicopter via radio.266  A separate 

1/5 scale (80 foot) miniature of the bridge span and a four foot balsa terrorist van driving 

at 30 mph would be exploded with trip wires and charges on a sandbar about 70 yards off 

Sugarloaf Beach.267  Harrier missiles would be added digitally in post.  The filmmakers 

would then run Juno’s limo off another actual gap in the bridge near the Moser Channel 

passageway between Florida Bay and the Atlantic Ocean, which necessitated a ten day 

closing of the channel to locals.268  Finally, following the missile attacks, Harriers and 

helicopters would be landed on the Marathon side of the Old Seven Mile Bridge.269  In 

order to facilitate windows for filming and keep gaping motorists from causing collisions, 

the new U.S. 1 Seven Mile Bridge was subjected to 15-minute traffic interruptions up to 

15 times a day.  Frustrated commuters were pacified with soft drinks, hot dogs and 

bumper stickers, which read, “I was held hostage on the Seven Mile Bridge during the 

filming of True Lies.”270 

While Cameron was shooting in Florida, the budget began to swell beyond the 

initial $60 million range.271  Fox would cover most of the budget in exchange for all 
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domestic rights and rights in France and Switzerland; Universal Pictures provided 

approximately 30 percent in exchange for the remainder of foreign rights with the 

exception of Japan, Italy and Germany.  Cameron gave up a portion of his $6-7 million 

fee for writing, producing and directing the film.272  Going into January, the production 

had fallen approximately a month and a half behind schedule and the budget was now 

looking somewhere beyond $100 million.273  The crew was still shooting material in 

Washington, California and Florida, concluding with the scenes of Charlton Heston in the 

second week of February, 1994.274  

The film’s opening sequence was to take place at a Swiss château, where 

Schwarzenegger infiltrates a gala hosted by the terrorist-funding Khaled, breaks into his 

office and transmits financial data from Khaled’s computer.  Word finally came that the 

crew had locked in a Newport shoot beginning on February 22 after a five delay in 

filming in California due to an earthquake.275  The production staff arrived a few weeks 

in advance to build sets for the scenes.276  The shooting schedule was blocked out for four 

or five nights of filming from 4 p.m. to 6 a.m. at Ochre Court, and then two more nights 

at Rosecliff beginning on February 26.277  

Ochre Court would be transformed into the exterior of Khaled’s château, with 

fake snow showered on the lawn and exterior lighting from cranes.  Rented luxury cars 

would be parked in front.278  The crew built a faux stone wall near the front gate Ochre 

Court and a boathouse behind the building.  A swimming pool was constructed, from 

which Schwarzenegger was to emerge in a wet suit, while soldiers kept guard with dogs 
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and flashlights.279  Rosecliff would appear for the ballroom scene with over 200 extras 

(both professional and drawn by local cast calls) as wealthy guests in gowns, tuxedos, 

furs and rhinestones.280  As security guards blocked access to the set, crowds of obsessed 

fans kept vigil outside Schwarzenegger’s trailer and chanted “Arnold, Arnold, Arnold,” 

whenever the star appeared.281  On one night the Arnold-mania proved too much as a 

horde of students busted through the barricades and sprinted for his trailer.282   

Just around this time, Newport saw heavy snowstorms, which raised concerns of 

residents, who thought back to the severe nor’easter of 1978, but the storm was favorable 

for the film’s wintry Switzerland setting.283  Or so it seemed.  One month later, 100 

Screen Actors Guild members would file grievance against Cameron for forcing them to 

stand for hours outside Rosecliff in 50mph freezing winds, sheltered only by a flimsy 

kerosene heated tent and instructed not to put on coats over their formal attire.  One 

actress’ gown caught fire when she stood too close to a heater.284  SAG director Joan 

Debow promised to, “make every effort to enforce the contract [that] called for certain 

wages and working conditions […] I’m going to do what I have to do.”285 

On April 16, the True Lies crew held a $250,000 wrap party on the Fox lot. 

Taking over a 27,000-square-foot sound stage and spending $70,000 on decorative “set” 

alone, Fox hosted 2,000 guests, who occupied a reproduction of a post-earthquake strip 

mall with ruptured Italian, Mexican and Asian restaurants and a real wrecked Mercedes 

from the recent disaster.286  The party was a perfect match for the most expensive film 

ever made.  Despite being labeled a “wrap party,” filming was actually still under lens; 

the crew still had to finish sound stage shooting and chromakey work.  To show terrorist 

Aziz leaping from a construction crane onto Harrier, they would have to put the mock-up 
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Harrier in a Van Nuys airport hangar and bath the set with a green screen the size of a 

basketball court.287  When Aziz slides down the Harrier wing, is snagged on the nose of 

one of the jet’s missiles and launched though a building, live action green screen had to 

be shot.  Art Malik recalls the crew’s reaction when shooting these scenes.  Parallel to the 

hegemonic reception of True Lies by dominant audiences, when the scene with Aziz 

being fired from a Harrier was completed, “a universal cheer went up on the set”288 

Postproduction, Distribution and Reception of True Lies 

In the end, it took 140 shooting days and $120 million before Cameron wrapped 

photography.289  As with most event productions, there was an excessive amount pressure 

from both the studio and exhibitors during postproduction to have the product ready for 

target summer dates between Memorial Day through Labor Day weekend.290  True Lies 

was eight weeks behind schedule with a projected release date of July 1, had numerous 

special effects shots, and was initially projected as needing five months of 

postproduction, which upped the ante considerably.291   

But with better software, increased processor speeds and bigger storage space, 

names such as Silicon Graphics, IBM, Kodak and Quantel were becoming commonplace 

in visual effects houses.  The symbiosis between the military industrial complex and 

digital film technology was ever-present, as flight and combat training simulation 

coupled with the visual demands of Hollywood and Madison Avenue goaded computer 

graphics designers and software companies to keep in step with the marketplace.  In the 

space of a decade, the cost of digital animation had dropped from $10,000 per second 

(1986) to about $1,000 (1994).292  True Lies would be edited on Avid’s Film Composer, a 

digital non-linear editing system.293  Along with Forrest Gump (1994), True Lies was to 

be one of the first films to employ extensive digital effects, not to create a fantasy setting, 

but to recreate reality.294  In the case of True Lies, the objective was to conjure a veritable 
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hall of mirrors, in which action sequences portraying a highly constructed counterterrorist 

spectacle could be foisted on an audience as the “Real” with its heightened sense of 

verisimilitude and photorealism.  Cameron explained:  

We didn’t want to create something flashy, like [Terminator 2’s] T-1000 coming 

out of the floor.  What we tried to do was spend hours and months at computer 

work stations doing things that are totally invisible in the final film-where you 

don’t know whether you’re seeing something that happened full-size or miniature, 

or a composite.295 

For instance, to impose a nightmarish clash between a Harrier and nuclear terrorists, the 

imagery would have to be convincing; to accept Schwarzenegger as the pilot demands an 

added measure of credulity.  A Harrier jet flown by a Marine Corps pilot or a mock-up 

Harrier suspended by wire would require that the pilot be painted out digitally and 

Schwarzenegger be replaced or digital jet exhaust, practical wind and smoke be added, 

while “Whatwire” software application wiped out the cables.296  For terrorist Aziz to 

appear especially menacing and reckless, he had to spider up a crane and then hang down 

upon a Harrier flown by Tasker, suspended by safety wires which could be erased in 

post.297  In sum, film had 170 digital effects budgeted at $8 million (the final sequence 

alone would contain 35 composite shots with plates of the Miami skyline in the 

background).298  

While Cameron was out filming on the east coast, several facilities in California 

had been working on special effects, matte paintings and model photography for the last 

six months.299  Cameron had in the past depended on Industrial Light and Magic to 

generate special effects, but this time he was going to showcase his new company, Digital 

Domain, a partnership between IBM and Cameron.300  Launched in 1993, Digital Domain 

functioned as Cameron’s in-house CGI group, had a commercial division for advertising 

and music video work, and was set on, “pioneering computer generated special-effects 
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business.”301  Digital Domain created all of the visual effects for True Lies with the 

exception of about 15 that were farmed out to Image, Boss, Fantasy II, Cinesite Digital, 

Pacific Data, and PDI film effects houses.302  To complement the visuals, Cameron opted 

for DTS surround sound, a CD-ROM-based format that used a separate CD player 

synched to the film.  DTS would not only provide brilliant sound, it could also be 

prepared in different foreign-language dubbed versions without having to strike separate 

prints.303 

In addition to effects work, Cameron continued to be concerned about attaining 

the correct blend of action and humor.  He felt wholly comfortable with cutting action 

sequences, but had far less experience with creating the right tone for comedy to work. 

He would need to run a cut in front of a test audience.  When it became clear that the film 

would not be ready for the July 1 release date, Cameron requested two additional weeks 

for editing.304  Fox decided push back True Lies release to July 15, speed up the 

postproduction of their other blockbuster, Speed (1994), to have it out earlier and then 

moved up John Hughes’ Baby’s Day Out (1994) to take the July 1 slot.305  Besides, Fox 

realized releasing True Lies on July 15 would help to position four other event pictures, 

especially Speed.306   

In late May, Cameron had completed audio and looping and ran a test screening 

True Lies in Los Angeles to gauge what an audience of 500 people would think of it.307  

The audience did not know what they were going to watch, but began to cheer when they 

saw the names, “James Cameron” and “Arnold Schwarzenegger.”  The response to Tom 

Arnold was initially negative, but halfway through the screening the audience began to 

enjoy his comedic performance.308  Both men and women in early pre-screenings rated 

the humor higher than the action and the film seemed to be liked equally by men and 

women.  A favorite scene was the one in which Curtis is sent on a “mission” and must 
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seduce a double agent (unbeknownst to her, Schwarzenegger) by doing a striptease.309  

(Ironically, this scene would later draw considerable fire for its degradation of women as 

sexual objects.  Curtis would reply “it’s fabulous and funny, and they should lighten 

up”310).  Test screenings went quite well, and although the film would not need a new 

ending, Cameron trimmed off about 10 minutes.311  When the film was submitted to the 

MPPA for rating, it received an “R” for “a lot of action/violence and some language.”312 

Arab and Muslim advocacy groups had opened dialogue with the filmmakers as 

far back as October 1993, when Cameron and crew were shooting chase scenes between 

spies and terrorists in the nation’s capital.  Khaled Suffari, director of Middle East Affairs 

for the National Association for Arab-Americans was guaranteed by Fox that there would 

be no “overt attempts to stereotype Arabs and Muslims.”313  Fox told Ibrahim Hooper of 

the Council on American-Islamic Relations, “We don’t label them as Arabs or 

Muslims.”314  However, Hooper argued that whether or not the film directly identified the 

villains as Arab/Muslim, there existed nonetheless a standard shorthand of racial 

markings, which trigger audience reaction and function to stereotype Arabs as having an 

irrational hatred of America.  There was concern of religious Arabic language being 

linked to terrorist attacks in True Lies.  Suffari criticized the misappropriation of Islam in 

the context of violence: “Bismillah.  It’s insulting.  You say that while you start your 

prayer.”315 

The American Anti-Discrimination Committee tried to meet with Fox officials to 

discuss the film, but was refused.316  Nor would Fox permit Arab and Muslim advocates a 

prescreening of the film to provide feedback.317  Advocate groups became aware that 

some of the most offending religious lines had been excised from the film, but they still 
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objected to the film’s depiction of Arabs.318  Cameron’s effort to balance the racist tone 

of the film by including Arab-American agent Faisil appeared superficial to advocates, 

who detected a classical “Stepin Fetchit” or “Tonto” tactic.  Hooper commented that 

Faisil “proves himself [...] by killing other Arabs.”319  Suffari also perceived a pattern of 

conduct from Hollywood and compared Fox’s behavior regarding True Lies to the racist 

Aladdin, which Disney altered only after a concerted effort by activists.320  In the end, the 

Council on American-Islamic Relations managed to persuade Fox to append a disclaimer 

to the film:  “This film is a work of fiction and does not represent the actions or beliefs of 

a particular culture or religion.”321  It appeared at the very end of the film’s credits, 

protested one advocate, “when most people will be in their cars driving out of the lot.”322 

Hooper realized that the disclaimer actually came after a credit that claimed that no 

animals were injured in the making of the film.323  Arab-American disc jockey Casey 

Kasem described Fox’s disclaimer as, “an insult to anyone’s intelligence.”324   

Publicity and Distribution 

Although the colossal budget might have been a selling point, Fox went out of its 

way to circumvent the issue.325  When asked about the budget, Cameron glibly replied, 

“This is how much the film costs: $7.50 plus parking $8 in New York.”326  When asked 

to verify if True Lies was the most expensive film to date, he would cite Cleopatra 

(1963), corrected for inflation.  Schwarzenegger felt like critics who talked about budgets 

seemed to act as though it were their money: “The press thinks movie studios should be 

reviewed like the government - as if public money were spent and a crime committed.  

Well, it’s not their money, it’s the studios’ money.”327  Schwarzenegger overstated the 

point; if taxpayers paid $33 million apiece for Harriers, but Fox only had to pay $100,738 

for the gas money, then public money was in fact spent.  Instead, Fox’s objective was to 
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keep the film out of the press during preproduction and postproduction, and because 

editing was not completed until just before its release, critics did not have much time to 

review True Lies.  When Tia Carrere was asked about the film, she said, “I can’t talk 

about my role in it.  It’s top secret too.”328  Schwarzenegger gave some early interviews, 

but otherwise Fox was silent just up to the release of the film.  Cameron had been toiling 

“seven days a week, 24 hours a day” to complete the film on time, so the studio did not 

hold a press junket until the weekend of July 9.329  A week before the film’s premiere, a 

Los Angeles press preview of True Lies was held in Westwood’s Mann Festival 

Theater.330 

Publicity for True Lies would need careful handling.  If True Lies was to sell to a 

demographic beyond young males, it would need to promise something more than action. 

On other hand, given the recent disappointment of the Last Acton Hero, Fox was not 

about to sell True Lies as a Schwarzenegger action-comedy.  Bill Mechanic, president of 

20th Century Fox remembers, “There were a lot of issues: Does Arnold have a gun or not? 

Does Arnold dress to look like a spy or like James Bond?”331  For the teaser trailer that 

ran on “Entertainment Tonight” on April 13 and in theatres the following weekend, Fox 

had to work with a limited number of shots since many others still required digital effects 

and were not available.332  

There was no question that a big selling point was Schwarzenegger the star.  Polls 

would show that 59% of those surveyed were aware of a new Schwarzenegger film, 

while only 46% knew the film’s title.333  However, Cameron and Arnold disagreed about 

Schwarzenegger’s appearance in publicity.  Cameron wanted to push the James Bond 

tuxedo look, but Schwarzenegger wanted the tougher rain jacket.  One-sheets avoided 

any attempt to convey the film’s comedy of errors, instead underscoring in text and 

image the star - Schwarzenegger - glaring in close-up and holding a 9mm with the faux-
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official seal of “Omega Sector” in the background.334  Fox went with the tougher look, 

but “softened” it by introducing a film logo including a grenade that has a wedding ring 

as its pin.   

The trailer for True Lies focused on mistaken identity: that Harry Tasker has 

concealed his true profession (presented in a vigorous action montage) from his wife, 

Helen, who is just about to find out.  It also highlighted that True Lies was from the same 

team who brought Terminator 2.335  The trailer was getting positive buzz.  One Universal 

Studios producer remarked, “It’s major ... the most impressive trailer I’ve seen in 

years.”336  Another marketing executive asserted, “It looks big and confident.  It’s 

Schwarzenegger back where he should be ... it’s James Bond and Superman.”337  A teaser 

for True Lies was also attached to studio releases of Speed when it was released in 

June.338  

A decidedly sexist 30-second TV spot was aired during the final game of the 

NBA championship on June 22, 1994.  It presented Helen at home on the phone, 

performing domestic chores, while Harry is out combating terrorists with machine guns 

and explosives.339  To measure viewer response to the TV spot, FOX was working with 

Star Response, an interactive cable TV service in San Antonio available to 100,000 

homes.  The Star Response feature coded the TV commercial, allowing viewers to watch 

the ad, and then use their remote control to respond to survey questions in exchange for a 

free movie poster.340  

In addition to TV ads, the FOX publicity machine was running full speed through 

electronic media outlets.  On “Good Morning America,” Schwarzenegger discussed 

preparing for the ballroom scenes, in which he evades Khaled’s security guards by 

engaging Juno in a tango dance.  Schwarzenegger then proceeded to display his footwork 

for co-host Joan Lunden.341  On “Entertainment Tonight’s” one hour weekend show, a 
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half-hour advertorial was dedicated to True Lies.342  Fox television also aired “The 

Making of True Lies,” which was produced by 20th Century Fox and presented behind 

the scenes video and interviews with the cast and crew.  On Fox, “The Making of True 

Lies” got miserable ratings.343 

Another aspect of promotion was merchandising.  Signet Books licensed True 

Lies for novelization by Dewey Gram, an expert in the field who had been adapting 

screenplays to paperback for over 15 years.344  The book’s cover was identical to the 

film’s one-sheet and was released in June 1994, just one month prior to the film’s release.  

Soundlines Entertainment published the audio book.  Executive producer Larry Kasanoff 

crafted a licensing agreement that gave Acclaim Entertainment Inc. exclusive rights to 

create games derived from Cameron’s Lightstorm Entertainment content.345  Acclaim had 

produced the home video game for Terminator 2: Judgment Day, while Bally-Williams-

Midway licensed T2 for the arcades.  True Lies was to kick off the deal with a video 

game in four formats for various consoles coded by Australian Beam Software, which 

was responsible for the Star Wars video game for Lucas Film.346  Acclaim would work 

closely with Lightstorm beginning in preproduction and storyboarding, have access to 

sets during production, and coordinate with publicity to seamlessly integrate the film and 

the game.347   

In the game as in the film, the player would begin as Harry Tasker with a pistol, 

but re-up with grenades, shotguns and flame throwers while fighting through ten 

overhead-view levels, including the Swiss château, Miami skyscraper, and Seven Mile 

Bridge: “…it's up to you to prevent a nuclear holocaust and stop Crimson Jihad!”348  

Tasker runs up against and exchanges firepower with dark-skinned baddies.  The catch is 

that some of the terrorists in the game look like normal civilians and if Tasker shoots 

innocent bystanders, Gib appears in captions making wisecracks such as “For goodness 
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sake Harry, watch out for the taxpayers.  This is election year after all!” In the Seven 

Mile Bridge level, the player pursues terrorists in a Harrier jet to prevent them from 

entering the U.S.  When the player dies, a mushroom cloud appears.  The game included 

animated violence, in which terrorists bleed when shot, so it was recommended for 13 

and up.349 

On July 7, Fox issued a press alert concerning the release of True Lies.  A series 

of events, including industry and advanced screenings would precede national release.350 

On Tuesday, July 12, Fox invaded Westwood Village to stage a party and hold industry 

screenings at the Mann Village and Mann Bruin Theatres in Westwood.  Arriving cast 

members and attending celebrities, including Sylvester Stallone, Sharon Stone, Danny 

DeVito, James Woods, Tony Curtis, and John Singleton were greeted by Variety 

columnist, Army Archerd.351  Following the screening, attendees would join in a parade 

through Westwood to a party.352  Experts estimated the party’s cost at over $500,000 with 

its 2,500 guests, gourmet catering, carnival rides, dancing and virtual reality games.353  

Hundreds of fans were attracted to watch the arrivals in Westwood Village with the 

promise of special commemorative True Lies T-shirts to the first 500 fans.354   

Also present were peaceful protesters who stood outside the theater, while 

Cameron, Schwarzenegger, Curtis, and Arnold schmoozed with special guests and gave 

interviews inside.  Schwarzenegger evaded inquiries about the protesters and the film’s 

controversy.355  Standing outside, Muhammed Marei complained of the film, “The viewer 

is left with an impression that Islam and some Islamic terminology are to be associated 

with violence.”356 

Simultaneous with the release of True Lies, Schwarzenegger was honored at 

Mann’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood with a hand and footprint ceremony and on the 

Hollywood Walk of Fame with a star.  Arab and Muslim protesters came to both events 
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and handed out leaflets.357  After the hand and footprint ceremony, True Lies was shown 

in the Chinese Theatre at 2 p.m. to its first paying audience.  At 7:30 p.m. that night, 

special advance shows of True Lies were run in 1,300 theaters across the country.358  On 

July 13, Cameron flew to Wachington D.C. for a special Pentagon screening of True 

Lies.359  

When the film opened in 2,369 theaters nationwide on Friday, July 15, protests 

had spread nationally.360  In Washington D.C., the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination 

Committee lead a protest of nearly 60 in opposition to the movie at the Cineplex Odeon 

Uptown theater beginning at12:30 p.m.361  They carried placards outside the theatre with 

slogans such as, “Open Your Eyes and Terminate the Lies,” “Not All Arabs are 

Terrorists, Not All Terrorists are Arabs,” “Hasta la Vista Tolerance,” “Reel Arabs are not 

Real Arabs,” and “Arnold, Think Before You Act,” and “Stop Depicting Arab-Americans 

as Terrorists;”362 they argued that True Lies portrayed “villains as Arabs in a 

stereotypically racist fashion.”363  Albert Mokhiber, president of the American-Arab 

Anti-Discrimination Committee was astounded: “We find that it’s incredible in 1994 that 

we’re still dealing with racist stereotypes in movies coming out of Hollywood.”364  

In Chicago, Sabri Ibraheem and Muhammad Nasim of the American Muslim 

Society organized pickets at McClurg Court theaters and the Commons in Chicago 

Ridge, distributing pamphlets that detailed their concerns with the film.365  Ibraheem 

claimed that the terrorists in the movie uttered Islamic religious phrases such as 

“Bismillah” (in the name of God) and “Allahu akbar” (God is great) while committing 

acts of violence.366  In San Diego, the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee 

also protested, True Lies.  According to George Khoury, co-chairman of the San Diego 

chapter, the film was, “basically anti-Muslim, more than just anti-Arab in perspective 
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[…] the movie is not targeting Arabs as Arabs.  It is targeting Muslims and Islam in 

general.”367 

An ad-hoc coalition of Arab-American advocacy groups held demonstrations in at 

least a dozen other cities across the nation, including New York, San Francisco, Houston, 

Dallas, Minneapolis, Newark and Dearborn.368  In addition to distributing leaflets, the 

American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee polled movie audiences at theaters.369  

The protest of True Lies was a galvanizing event for U.S. advocacy groups.  The Council 

on American Islamic Relations, a Washington, D.C. Muslim advocacy group founded in 

June/July 1994 began to make its voice known in the nation’s capital after organizing 

protests against motion pictures - True Lies being the first.370  Media celebrities such as 

Casey Kasem and other Arab advocates began to generate dialogue about racism within 

the television and film industry unions and guilds.371  New lobbies, such as Minaret of 

Freedom, focused on political and economic development and sought to bridge Islamic 

philosophy and free-market, democratic thought.372 

When asked to comment on the protests, Fox declined to discuss the film other 

than to respond through president of marketing, Andrea Jaffe, with a prepared statement 

identical to the film’s disclaimer, “This film is work of fiction and does not represent the 

actions or beliefs of a particular culture or religion.”373  Most protesters requested no 

boycott and only sought to draw theater patrons’ attention to the unwarranted racism in 

the film.374  However, M.T. Mehdi, head of the American-Arab Council and the National 

Council on Islamic Affairs soon began to call on “people of goodwill,” sending faxes, 

making phone calls and using word of mouth, to boycott True Lies.375  Mehdi also called 

on 54 Arab and Muslim countries to ban the movie.376  He claimed to have received 
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10,000 letters and thousands of phone calls of support.  In a news conference on July 18, 

Mehdi claimed that the film fanned the flames of hatred and, “will increase prejudice 

against the Arabs and Islam, pouring dirt on the image of 1.5 billion people who are 

opposed to terrorism.”377  Once again, activists feared the Hollywood was shaping public 

perception, allowing the U.S. to conduct reprehensible foreign policies in the Middle East 

with only the disapproval of a minority.  Maha El Genaidi of the Islamic Networks Group 

suggested that True Lies “may be part of a conspiracy,” given that the U.S. government 

“may bomb Iraq two or three weeks from now.”378  Given the hostility towards Iraq and 

continued preemptive airstrikes under the Clinton administration, El Genaidi’s fears were 

not without merit. 

Film critics, scholars and journalists also showed sincere concern about Arab and 

Muslim stereotypes in True Lies and the propagandistic function of the film: “…the gulf 

war by other means.”379  Kenneth Turan of the Los Angeles Times noted the “use [of] 

caricatured unshaven Arabs as terrorists […] which includes a casual approach to 

wholesale slaughter,” and, “a strain of crudeness and mean-spirited humiliation [that] 

runs through the film like a nasty virus.”380  Janet Maslin corroborated that, “the terrorists 

are crude, outrageously unflattering ethnic stereotypes.”381  Journalist Sa’eda Kilani 

lamented that, “At a time when American policy-makers are bringing long-time enemies, 

Arabs and Israelis, to the peace table, theaters everywhere in America are portraying 

Arabs as terrorists.382  

Scholar of Arabs in the media, Jack Shaheen, stated that True Lies, “probably will 

stand the test of time as one of the most racist movies Hollywood has ever produced.”383  

Canadian scholar, Shirley Goldberg, observed: “Through demonization the film 

reinforces the notion that the U.S. did the right thing when it destroyed the infrastructure 
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of Iraq, killing a quarter of a millions civilians.”384  Years later, film scholar Walter Metz 

would reflect on his experience at the film’s premiere:  

Sitting among my fellow Americans on opening night, I was horrified at the crass 

way in which the audience cheered Harry’s facile dispatching of scores of Arab 

terrorists.  True Lies and Independence Day were not merely films about identity 

politics, they in fact were serving a very specific function: to prepare Americans 

for the events of September 11 and their aftermath via a nefarious sort of 

brainwashing.385   

Toronto Musician Jean Gomeshi recalled a similar audience response during the scene in 

which Jamie Lee Curtis kills numerous Arabs by dropping her machine gun down a flight 

of stairs: “Virtually everyone in the audience in Philadelphia, where I happened to catch 

the film, was laughing and cheering at the slaughter of the Arabs.”386 

Defending True Lies, Cameron claimed to have gone to great lengths to avoid 

offending Arabs and Muslims, including employing an Arabic linguistic expert, who 

ensured that all the pronunciations were correct and made sure no religious references 

were linked with violence.  In the end, Cameron reduced the controversy to one of 

“artistic freedom” and blamed critics for creating an environment in which every 

character “always do[es] the politically correct thing.”  Cameron deemed himself some 

kind of Shakespeare, embattled by critics, who “associate the performance of a given 

character with the film’s overall political stance.”387  He argued:   

Screenwriters have to be given the moral license to populate a script with 

characters who do the wrong thing - sometimes even positive characters who do 

the wrong thing - as long as they understand what they did and correct for it at a 

later point.”388 

Of course, Cameron disregarded, “correct[ing] for it at a later point” in the case of True 

Lies.  The protest against the film was not based solely on one or two bad characters, but 

rather, the totality of dialogue, visual style, cultural conflict and militaristic ideology 
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from the film’s exposition to its final resolution.  Cameron stressed that the film was not 

commenting on the Arab world in general and was not anti-Arab.  One way of deflecting 

criticism was to accuse protesters of ignorance since they had not yet seen the film and to 

suggest that upon viewing it all concerns would subside.  Cameron told Cahiers du 

Cinéma: 

Islamist groups reacted quite strongly in the United States when they knew I was 

shooting True Lies.  Information was circulated that said the movie was very anti-

Islamic.  They were very affected by these noises and they were quite right to be.  

But when the movie came out, the argument was calmed.389 

As we have seen, Cameron’s claim was inaccurate; True Lies was protested during and 

after its release and would continue to provoke controversy when distributed abroad.  

Schwarzenegger reasoned that even though the film was constructed so that, “the 

violence means nothing,” the film was nonetheless about espionage, so, “you’ve got to 

have bombs and guns.”390  In fact, strangely, to Cameron and Schwarzenegger the film 

was not about terrorism or Arabs at all, it was merely, “a story about balancing home life 

and professional life.”391  Despite that the villains in True Lies could clearly be identified 

as Arab, Schwarzenegger had convinced himself in concert with the film’s promotional 

materials that they were “generic” because, “if you find that people get offended then you 

must make every effort not to do so.  One has to be sensitive.”392  He seemed to make a 

conscious effort to overlook the protests taking place by suggesting that unlike Disney’s 

Aladdin, no one would be offended by True Lies: “Tell me, do you ever see any 

blood?”393 

Tom Arnold, on the other hand, recalled seeing the protesters and supported their 

objections, at least on the basis of their right to assemble and protest.  However, when 

specifically discussing the film’s stereotyping of Arabs, Arnold pointed out that in the 

case of The Terminator, to have a white guy from the future as a bad guy was safe “so 

far.”  Arnold tried to reverse the question to the absence of protests concerning the 
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stereotyping of white men: “And if it was fat guys from Iowa - well, they wouldn’t.  They 

wouldn’t care.”394  The implication of Arnold’s statement was that anyone is fair game 

for stereotyping and to stereotype a Caucasian is no different than to stereotype a 

minority.  However, such an assertion serves to disregard the actual power relations 

between minorities and whites, or moreover as Thierry Jousse expresses in terms of the 

East/West “clash of cultures,” serves “to say nothing of the growing gap between rich 

and poor countries that underlies the [terrorist] fable.”395  Arnold’s attempt to justify the 

film’s racism appealed to and provided for the maintenance of a white, masculine, middle 

class anxiety and contempt for politics of identity, rearticulated as “political correctness” 

and “reverse racism.” 

When confronted with criticism of his playing a stereotypical terrorist in the film, 

actor Art Malik played the “it’s just a movie” card: “This is a cartoon of a film.  This is a 

movie, this is not some kind of huge message, it is not in any way trying to say this is 

how it is”396  Malik further claimed that the film did not endeavor to solve the problems 

of the Middle East, and that they had made a conscious effort to eliminate the majority of 

Islamic references: “None of us want a fatwa against us.”397  He echoed Cameron’s 

explanation that in the post-Cold War world – that the Russians were no longer credible 

villains.  Malik questioned why it was not a problem for Robert De Niro to always play 

an American Italian stereotypes (opportunely overlooking that Robert De Niro had in fact 

been criticized for propagating stereotypes of Italians).398  In addition, he assailed Arabs 

for not pooling funds and producing their own films.  He told Jeff Dawson of Empire 

magazine: 

If anybody is seriously thinking these are negative images of Arabs then send me 

a script ready-funded about Kahlil Gibran, this amazing person who wrote The 
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Prophet, and I will gladly play him, if you want positive images of Arabs, then 

you have to invest in the media.  Nobody’s stopping Arabs getting involved.399 

Malik diminished the propagandistic role of Hollywood and conflated Arabs into a single 

likeness when he uttered: “I don’t think Arabs need us.  They are doing very well giving 

themselves a bad press,” referring to recent car bombings in Buenos Aires and London, 

that had “rather spoilt their case.”400  True Lies brought more offers from Hollywood, 

seeking Malik to play other cinematic terrorists.  In 1998, he portrayed World Trade 

Center bomber Ramzi Ahmed Yousef in HBO’s Path to Paradise.  By then Malik would 

grant of True Lies, “It was stereotyping,” but even then he still held, “If anyone was 

coming away from True Lies saying, ‘Now I understand the Middle East problem’, then 

Arnold is President of the U.S. and I didn’t know about it.”401 

 Some editorials in response to critical reviews of True Lies championed the film.   

These viewers saw the film as essentially entertainment with no social relevance or 

realism whatsoever, but then stressed the film’s realism by referring to examples of 

political or religious violence as “terrorism” and reciting the common list of “unfriendly” 

Middle Eastern states.  For instance, after Leila Elias expressed concern over the 

stereotypes in True Lies, a reader responded that the film was just a “fun-filled fantasy,” 

and that the villains in the film are “not Arab-Americans, but foreign political 

terrorists.”402  Then the response ran as follows: 

Lastly, in an article about a movie that portrays Islamic extremists as trying to 

blow up innocent people, the author makes no reference whatsoever to PanAm 

flight 103, the World Trade Center or the Jewish Center in Buenos Aires.  Perhaps 

she feels that a few hundred murdered people aren’t worth mentioning, or that 

Libya, Syria and Iran really had nothing to do with these heinous acts.403   

Likewise, other commentators used the film’s discourse as an opportunity to repeat the 

common line: Islam is a violent faith, Muslims never denounce acts of Islamic terror, 

                                                 
399 Smith, ‘I’ll Be Back’: Orientalism and ‘90s Hollywood 74. 
400 Russell. 
401 Rampton, James. (1998, January 24). The Artful dodger interview: Art Malik. The Independent, p. 4. 
402 Sussman, D. (1994, August 21). Movie being taken too seriously. Morning Call (Allentown, PA), p. 
A18. 
403 Ibid. 



 

262 
 

Islam seeks world domination, etc.  For instance, conservative columnist Don Feder, 

citing Emerson’s Jihad in America, wrote: 

Yet in all of the agitation over the portrayal of Moslems in movies like True Lies, 

I have yet to hear one Moslem group condemn the atrocities regularly committed 

in the name of Islam.  I’m not looking for much, just a little press release to the 

effect that the Prophet’s message isn’t about blowing up buildings, assassinations 

and crucifixions, and hey – we think it’s really uncool.  Due to the exportation of 

the Middle East’s surplus population, Islam is the fastest growing religion in the 

West.404 

Later came the thumbs-up from Senator Bob Dole, who recommended True Lies, as a 

film expressing, “family values.”405  Dole was visiting Hollywood to rail against, “the 

mainstreaming of deviancy,” and the “popular culture [that] threatens to undermine our 

character as a nation.”406  In Dole’s view, conservatives Schwarzenegger and Rupert 

Murdoch could do not wrong. 

On its debut weekend True Lies grossed $25.9 million;407 by the end of its first 

week in exhibition, it had brought in $39.2 million, falling just behind the strong feel-

good competitor Forrest Gump as the second best box office film.408  However, by its 

third week, it fell to third place with $13.7 million,409 fifth place at $9.2 million in its 

fourth week,410 and then continued to drop from second to eighth place by its ninth week 

with $2.2 million.411  The domestic gross came in at $146 million, a paltry profit for a 

$120 million budget.412  Meanwhile, Forrest Gump, which connected with dominant 

audiences, perhaps because of its ability to transcend historical trauma by recreating 
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hegemonic masculinity on a wide range of fronts, stole the show with $329 domestic 

gross.413  

Despite the complexity of translating and selling films to different cultures, 

foreign exhibition of motion pictures would continue to offer increasing revenues during 

the 1990s.  The films that drew over $100 million stateside would likely translate into 

global hits.  This remained especially true for action films, which typically generated at 

least over twice the domestic gross when distributed internationally.414  In fact, 1993 was 

the first year that saw foreign theatrical grosses surpass domestic grosses.415  With only 

260 million people in the U.S. and 5.7 billion in the rest of the world, Hollywood could 

hardly afford to disregard the foreign marketplace.416  In the case of True Lies, 

international distribution was expected to garner the majority of box office grosses. 

About 80 percent of the European box office would be represented by Germany, 

France, Italy, Spain, the U.K. and Sweden.417  In Germany, True Lies fell flat, as 485 

prints over five weeks only yielded $15.8 million gross.418  Some exhibitors attributed the 

slow performance to inadequate advertising by distributor Jugendfilm, but other 

exhibitors judged that German audiences were becoming weary of Hollywood action 

films.419  In France, True Lies ran into a similar position when at three weeks following 

the film’s Gallic debut on October 12, 462 screens it had snatched only $9 million; there 

was little interest in the film outside of the hardcore Schwarzenegger fans.420  Initial runs 

were tame in Italy ($2.6 million on 152 screens), Spain ($4.9 million in 20 days), Great 
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Britain ($13.3 million on 356 screens in 20 days), and Denmark ($400,000 on 30 screens 

in six days).421  In other countries, True Lies saw decent returns.  It debuted in Australia 

on September 1 and drew $ 4.4 million from 123 screens in two weeks.  In Brazil, it 

made $2.2 million in 12 days, Argentina $528,000 in six days, Mexico $2.3 million on 

248 screens in six days, South Africa $350,000 in six days on 63 screens, and New 

Zealand $220,000 on 29 screens in six days.422 

In Asia, True Lies was a gigantic hit.  When Nippon Herald brought True Lies to 

Japan September 10 - December 2, Japanese exhibitor Toho predicted that the film would 

gross at least $30 million.423  To prepare for the Japan run, executives from Toho and 50 

Japanese journalists were flown to Los Angeles to attend a screening at Hollywood’s 

Mann’s Chinese Theatre and a party at Hollywood Roosevelt Hotel.  This press junket 

was priced at $1 million.424  Also present were about 700 tourists, who had won a contest 

held by Japanese publisher Kohdansha to visit Disneyland, attend the screening and meet 

director James Cameron and producer Mario Kassar.  True Lies amassed $38 million in 

six weeks on 185 screens in Japan.425 

Distributer UIP brought True Lies 35 screens in Korea, which pulled in $7.2 

million in 19 days, making True Lies Korea’s biggest opening up to that time.426  In 

Taiwan, the film appeared on 29 screens and brought in $5.1 million in 20 days, in spite 

of the typhoon was bearing down on the island.427  In the Philippines it made $1.4 million 

in eight days on 52 screens. True Lies was about to penetrate new Asian markets.  On 

December 8, True Lies would be the first U.S. film since the end of the war in 1975 to be 

exhibited in Vietnam.  The film would debut simultaneously in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 

City and then move out to other areas across the country for at least three weeks.  Within 

the initial four days, despite only receiving minimal publicity from the Vietnamese 
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government film firm, True Lies gathered roughly 20,000 admissions on six screens in 

Ho Chi Minh City with tickets selling for less than $1.428  Senior vice president of 

distributor UIP Andrew Cripps announced, “We are delighted to be bringing Hollywood 

entertainment back to Vietnam after a long absence.”429  

Although UIP positioned Vietnam as a growth opportunity for the industry, it 

became clear that there was a further agenda: generating profit on Hollywood films 

before smuggled prints appeared in Vietnamese theaters and pirated video copies were 

sold on the market.430  Anti-piracy seemed to be driving the in-roads to a number of new 

Asian markets. In China in April 1995, audiences were able to see True Lies for the first 

time legally, when it would appear in a Mandarin-dubbed version on April 14 at 16 

theaters in Shanghai, and then on April 28, move into other areas nationally on 120 

prints.  The Shanghai screenings set industry records with $1.5 million in seven days.431  

The arrangement was preceded by a trade dispute between the U.S. and China over film 

piracy.432  Devil Emperor True Lies (as it was titled in China) pulled in $5 million on 200 

screens in China in four weeks.433  In India, where the MPPA estimated Hollywood was 

losing $40 million annually to piracy, UIP ran English and Hindi versions of True Lies.434 

However, when True Lies opened in mid-September in Indonesia, a country 

whose population was 90 percent Muslim, religious leaders asked the government to ban 

the film.  The Council of Muslim Ulemas stated that the film was insulting to Islam and 

was causing unrest in the Muslim community.435  The official Antara news agency 

reported, “[…] the film leads us to hate Arab terrorists defending the interests of some 

Islamic nations, but justifies American terrorism.”436  Some Indonesians were puzzled 

and argued that such a ban would make Indonesia look ridiculous.437  On September 29, 

the Indonesian Censorship Board banned True Lies from being shown in the country.  
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The controversy resulted in long lines at Indonesian theaters.438  Over two days in 

Indonesia, the film gathered a record $212,000 from 56 screens.439 

In the end, True Lies made far more money abroad than it made at home: $232.6 

million.  True Lies was not a great success, but nonetheless given the ideological thrust 

and its international box office, the central question lingers: what was the appeal of True 

Lies and how did foreign audiences negotiate its counterterrorist text?  Industry sources 

would have us believe that it was star power, fantasy and the neutrality (universal themes 

and archetypes) of the Hollywood film, especially in the form of the highly visual and 

accessible action film that allowed audiences to easily relate such texts to their 

indigenous cultures and practices.440  However, the diversity of reception from resistant 

to hegemonic discounts claims of cultural transparency. Given the varied reactions to the 

stereotyped counterterrorist action from Japan to Indonesia, True Lies could hardly be 

taken as “neutral.”  Instead of transparency or neutrality, it was perhaps the film’s 

“industrial expressivity,” what Justin Wyatt characterizes as the use of high-tech settings 

and special effects that disturb an otherwise coherent narrative development and 

constitutes the signature of corporate authorship.441  Perhaps the muscular body of 

Schwarzenegger underwrote this corporate spectacle, and through the body as a metaphor 

for the product of discipline and labor of the global marketplace and the individual, in 

During’s words, the film “market[ed] the cultural and infrastructural conditions of its 

own success.”442 

Did the foreign appeal of True Lies suggest an alignment with the film’s 

ideological views of the Middle East, terrorism and related forms of U.S. hegemony?443  

If so, the assent was haunting given that a good portion of the film’s international 

audience potentially consisted of the very nations often targeted by a hostile U.S. foreign 

policy.444  On the other hand, the appeal of the film may have not been so much its image 
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of U.S. nationalism per se, but rather textual negotiation and reflection on the role of 

nationalism, violence and xenophobia in an age of global capitalism.  The film’s appeal 

may have lied specifically in its projected heterosexist and militant resolution to a global 

village undergoing rapid social change.  Finally, True Lies may have just been accepted 

as the pure fantasy that Fox tried to sell it as, a sort of animated cartoon with a world 

inhabited by monolithic and everlasting forms evil and good. 

Conclusion 

In the examination of the production histories of Navy SEALs and True Lies, we 

have seen the growing coordination between the Pentagon and Hollywood.  Unlike the 

1980s, films of the 1990s were not overtly conservative schlock created by superpatriots 

like Chuck Norris or Ron Samuels.  Now Hollywood sought to capture an increasing 

share of the global marketplace through increased spending on action blockbuster 

spectacles that might travel well outside the states.  As the cost of visual effects and star 

salaries skyrocketed, subsidies and externalities in the form of federal assistance and state 

runaway locations and logistic resources saved major studios millions of dollars.  This 

situation led to the gentrification of the counterterrorist action film from low budget 

exploitation shot on $10 million to the blockbuster counterterrorist film that might run as 

high as $120 million.  

Meanwhile, with the fall of the Berlin Wall and rise of Clinton’s moderate 

liberalism, the U.S. found itself in a period of redefinition.  In the absence of a Soviet 

arch-enemy, the rationale for defense spending and the deployment of military force was 

changing.445  As the nation considered new potential threats to national security, when it 

came to the Middle East, the Clinton administration did not seem to be so different than 

its predecessors.  However, Clinton continued a policy begun under the previous 

administration of tightening the purse strings, which left the U.S. military industrial 

complex scuttling for a new face sufficient to justify $288 billion a year in military 

spending.446  Threatened with budget cuts, the Pentagon was content to assist Hollywood 
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productions that would improve the public image of the military.  Top Gun had clearly 

shown the massive public relations power of Hollywood.  In fact, the desire to have a 

“Navy SEALs Top Gun” or “Marines Top Gun” often outweighed the traditional 

restrictions and removed much of the micro-management characterized by Pentagon 

assistance in the 1980s.  
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CHAPTER 9 

THE SIEGE: REVISIONIST HOLLYWOOD 

COUNTERTERRORISM? 

 
 
 

I didn’t make that up.  I saw that on 60 

Minutes and on a Frontline documentary 

and on 20/20.1 
Edward Zwick, 1998 

 
The Siege (1998) is a film that explores the scenario of terrorist attacks on New 

York City by radical Muslims, and the government’s response of filling cities with 

military arms and tanks, racial internment of Arabs and the abrogation of civil liberties. 

The film teems with sinister Arabs, seen at one moment fervently in prayer, and the next, 

igniting bombs in public buses, opera houses and school buildings.  The FBI detectives 

are presented as morally righteous characters, which not only have to uncover the 

terrorist plot, but also must contend with the obstructions of the scheming CIA and 

military complex.  The film sought to be a revisionist text on terrorism (i.e., to interrogate 

the stereotypical representations of Muslim terrorists in action and crime dramas).  

However, as Wilkins and Downing suggest, The Siege, as other mediated representations 

of terrorism, “serve[d] as a vehicle for Orientalist discourse.”2   

Critical writing on The Siege has been concentrated within the discourses of 

distribution and consumption, which underline how terrorist films may shape the 

American public conception of Arabs and Muslims, favoring American interests and 

master narratives.  I’m particularly interested in how the discourse emanating from the 

relations of film production may provide additional insight.  Critical film production 

history explores the ways in which hegemonic ideology gets infused in production design 

and story treatment, as well as how competing ideologies are silenced or omitted in the 

screen realization of the script.  This chapter will look at the production history of The 
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Siege and suggest that the film’s producers generally considered the hegemonic ideology 

of mainstream media and government discourse an authentic source of historical realism 

and made light of the data concerning representation presented by activists, cultural 

media consultants, anti-defamation groups.  The hegemonic state ideology is thus greatly 

infused in the process of production, design, and storytelling of The Siege.  

Historical realism includes factors that contribute to the “realism,” factual 

accuracy or plausibility of the motion picture screenplay and the (re)sources used in the 

process of producing the script for the screen.  Representation pertains to underlying 

cultural conflicts about the mainstream and dominant cultural images of class, race, 

gender and sexuality, and moreover, the encoding of social, economic and political 

conflict and problems in racially charged forms.  Of course, these are not mutually 

exclusive categories and analysis often must interplay between notions of history and 

representation.  As I aim to show, the Hollywood construction of the Arab-as-terrorist in 

phase of film production is strongly related to the views of influential experts and 

government officials on terrorism, the interaction between filmmakers and the official 

representational regimes, despite conflicts that may arise between officials and film 

producers in the commercial artistic process that dominates Hollywood: the production of 

“entertaining,” “exciting,” and yet, “social” thrillers.  The Siege presents a test case to 

analyze tentatively the attractions and assumptions of filmmakers producing the 

iconography of terrorism in fictional narratives.  

Historical realism 

One of the underlying reasons that terrorism was selected as a central theme for 

The Siege is grounded in the “real” historical existence of terrorism in the contemporary 

political and social landscape.  The growth in terrorism reporting in the popular news 

media has had much impact on the “realism” of the terrorist threat, for both the producers 

and consumers of motion pictures.  After producer Lynda Obst read two series of articles 

written by reporter Tim Weiner dealing with the CIA and terrorism, she wanted to 

produce a film on the subject matter.3  Obst sought out Lawrence Wright, who had taught 

English for two years at the American University in Cairo in the early seventies, traveled 
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extensively in the Middle East, and had become somewhat of an Arabist, writing as a 

free-lance journalist for The New Yorker and The New York Times.4   

During a lunch meeting with Wright, Obst inquired if he would be interested in 

writing a script about a woman in the CIA.  For the following year, Wright explored 

various ideas of setting the movie during the cold war when the CIA still had been highly 

active.  Finally, Wright decided to focus on the CIA and FBI infighting over 

counterterrorism jurisdiction: I had had some experience in the Arab world; moreover, 

there were already precedents with the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center by 

Ramzi Yousef and the plot by followers of Sheikh Omar Abdul Rahman to destroy the 

landmarks in New York, including the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels, the United Nations, 

and Federal Plaza.  The screenplay was based on the most likely scenario I could 

imagine.5  

Director Edward Zwick was sent a copy of the script and came in to do rewrites 

with Lawrence Wright and Menno Meyjes.6  Before becoming a filmmaker in 1975, 

Zwick himself was a writer and editor for The New Republic and Rolling Stone 

magazine.7  Not only did Edward Zwick and Lawrence Wright have experience in 

journalism, but producer Obst also had a background in news journalism as a former 

editor for Rolling Stone and New York Times Magazine.  As Obst was quoted in the press 

kit, “I come from the newspaper business [. . .] and this film, more than any other I’ve 

produced, resulted from my journalistic background.”8  

Mainstream journalistic accounts of political violence in the Middle East likewise 

informed the actor’s portrayals in The Siege.  Actress Annette Bening asserted, “The 

issues of the movie are very contemporary.  Just keeping a vigilant eye on the current 

news about Iraq and the Middle East was a way of boning up on the movie’s subjects.”9  

When Denzel Washington and Zwick were troubleshooting dialogue in a scene from the 
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script, in which Bening as the CIA agent tells Washington about terrorist habits and 

methods, Washington felt that his character should already be knowledgeable and 

suggested that a line be edited into the script: “Yeah, yeah, I know that already ‘cause I 

saw it on “60 Minutes.” Now tell me something I don’t know.”10 In interviews, both 

Edward Zwick (director) and Lawrence Wright (screenwriter) defended the Arab-terrorist 

scenario of The Siege as “realistic” by referring to recent headlines.  When Zwick met 

with objections about the film’s depiction of Muslim religious practices being linked to 

terrorist activities, he responded, “I didn’t make that up.  I saw that on 60 Minutes and on 

a Frontline documentary and on 20/20.”11 Moreover, recent headlines in the media were 

said to “reveal” the “truth” of connections made between Arabs and terrorism in the film; 

Zwick had read a recent New York Times story that claimed a group of Arab militants 

were tied to the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, and had a base of operations in 

Brooklyn.12 Zwick compared The Siege to his Civil War historical adventure Glory, but 

with a setting “lifted straight from the headlines.”13 Thus, the filmmakers and cast 

foregrounded journalistic writing and reception in order to certify the integrity of 

“realism” in The Siege.   

Hollywood has a long history of plucking screenwriters from news journalism, 

primarily because news media requires some identical skills to scriptwriting, namely 

strong written visualization of topical events and terse and clear storytelling with conflict 

needed for the script.  However, this “reality effect” claims media as window on the 

world, and fails to acknowledge the media’s construct of articulation, identification, and 

spectator positioning.  It effaces constructed mediation of political and religious violence 

as “terror” and how public reality is born from news and cinematic treatment.  Thus, 

reality is replaced with acknowledged simulations of real.   

Critical terrorism scholarship has referred to terror agenda setting, borrowing 

from Roland Barthes, as the “reality effect,” which creates a reality, “establishing a 

hierarchy amongst the discourses that compose a text … defined in terms of an empirical 

notion of truth.”  Narrative discourse is seen as a “window to the real” and “denies its 
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own status as articulation.”14  With the transparency afforded by visual technologies, 

media events appear “real” no matter where the event lies within a spectrum from factual 

to strictly imagined, and seldom are such “news stories” critically analyzed by audiences.  

The “reality effect” has its cinematic analogy in the “simulacrum” of Baudrillard, in 

which, “the ‘truth’ of the contemporary object is no longer to be of some use, but to 

signify, no longer to be manipulated as an instrument, but as a sign.”15  The reality effect, 

in other words, is the formal and aesthetic encoding of the signifier, which always serves 

one interest or another, and is for that reason a very partial mediation of the signified. 

Characteristic of the terrorism action film genre, The Siege also presents fictional 

representations of U.S. news media (usually as liberal and unscrupulous) to provide a 

recap of screen action, give viewers rest after action for reflection and underline the 

“reality” and threat of each attack in the film.  The montage “news” sequences employed 

in the film portray the limited discourse of mass media and talk show America.  Indeed, 

the overlapped voices of media reporters, experts, government officials, editorials and 

call-in speakers swell into cacophonic madness.  Some voices protest policy, while others 

echo the current forms of racism.  One xenophobic man calls in to ask the question, 

“Why do they let these people into our country?” Scenes are shown of backlash against 

Arab and Muslim communities and voice-overed critics claim that Arab and Muslim 

internment is a racist decision.  When Hubbard (Denzel Washington) and the FBI are 

attempting to negotiate with a group of terrorists with explosives, who have hijacked a 

bus full of civilians, the media helicopters fly into the scene.  The CIA “expert” Elise 

(Annette Bening) cries out, “they were waiting for the cameras.” When the terrorists are 

holding schoolchildren hostage and the FBI bursts in the schoolroom, media helicopters 

appear outside the windows, and one agent screams, “get these fucking birds out of 

here!”  The media helicopters always threaten to push the terrorists to new levels of 
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barbarity and fiery spectacle, presupposing the modern statist assumption that any 

publicity for terrorists is good publicity.16   

The film’s own representation of terrorism, likewise, is often accomplished with 

such aerial helicopter shots of the events.  The mixing of Islamic sounding chants on the 

soundtrack with the aerial shots of New York City portends the imminent terror upon the 

metropolis, yet also further positions the liberal media skycam in direct collaboration 

with the terrorist threat.  In addition, the U.S. president is never shown in the procamera 

position, rather only through the mass media, via real documentary footage of Clinton on 

TV screens and monitors.  Changes in U.S. foreign policy in the film are largely 

attributed to bodily-absent politicians, who are suggested to wholly dictate the activities 

of the CIA, FBI and military.  In this way, the film seems to say that politicians, the 

liberal media and terrorism survive symbiotically through technological representation. 

However, since police surveillance is a key motif of the film, forms of voyeurism 

practiced by the state are presented as more legitimate than those forms of voyeurism 

conducted by the media.   

The filmmakers of The Siege also attributed the historical realism of the film to 

the various levels of participation and guidance of state institutions, such as the FBI, CIA, 

and U.S. military.  The dominant theme of the U.S. law enforcement and military’s valor 

against “foreign” evils in a “dangerous world” is a staple of U.S. popular culture and 

national self-conceptualization.  Long before September 11, the state and military 

recognized this value and loaned locations, military hardware and personnel for film 

productions.17 As Tom Jacobson, co-President Paramount Pictures, has explained, being 

able to get technical help from the government is very helpful: “With space travel, an FBI 

investigation or a counterterrorist operation, the facts make the story better, the reality 

makes the story better.”18   

                                                 
16 Carruthers, S. (1996). Reporting terrorism: the British state and the media, 1919-94. In I. Stewart and S. 
L Carruthers (Eds.), War, culture, and the media: representations of the military in 20th century Britain 
(pp. 101-29). Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press.  
17 Suid, L. (2002). Guts and glory: the making of the military image in film. Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press; Plimpton, B. (2002, September). Now Available on DVD: Xenophobia. Americas.org. 
Retrieved October 15, 2006, from 
http://www.americas.org/News/Features/200209_Immigrant_Rights_Since_9- 
18 Hall, Mimi. (2005, March 8). Hollywood, Pentagon share rich past. USA Today, p. A15. 
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When the Pentagon saw the script’s portrayal of military officers implementing 

martial law in New York City and the characterization of one autocratic general, who 

ruthlessly utilizes a stadium as a concentration camp and tortures Arab Americans, it 

refused full assistance to the film.  Yet, the producers of The Siege worked closely with 

the FBI, an agency that was, in contrast, positively portrayed to the extent that its officers 

figured as the dramatic underdogs, and their legitimacy in the script was only 

compromised by their meager resources and institutional exclusions from critical 

intelligence.  The filmmakers were fascinated by the point of view of the terrorist events 

that privileged U.S. officials.  According to producer Obst, “There’s a quality of seeing 

New York through the eyes of the FBI and the police, through the aperture of a crisis.”19  

Yet, the embedded focal point of the authorities passively assumes the “dangerous world” 

mentality and portrays violence as more probable and efficient than justice.  Through his 

previous films, Glory and the Gulf War drama Courage Under Fire, director Zwick had 

worked with various military, law enforcement and political agencies, all of which 

eventually became vital sources in his research for The Siege.  Zwick knew friends from 

Harvard who worked in the Justice Department and introduced him to FBI officials.  

International contacts brought him to the CIA.20  Zwick spent a good deal of time with 

the Justice Department, the Department of Defense and experts from the Joint Terrorism 

Taskforce.21   

According to Zwick, he “learned that the (1995) events of the World Trade Center 

had sent a tidal wave of action through the various branches of law enforcement.”22  As 

screenwriter Lawrence Wright consulted with agents in the New York office of the FBI, 

he was persistently reminded of anxieties about potential attacks against the American 

homeland.23 The film’s technical advisor, Jeff Beatty, had ties to both the CIA and the 

military.  In addition, Annette Bening, who plays a CIA operative, met with a female CIA 

agent, “who provided her with insights into the professional and personal life of a woman 

                                                 
19 The Siege Press Kit. 
20 Toumarkine. 
21 Zwick, E. (2001, September 19). Life & Times [Television Program]. Retrieved October 15, 2006, from 
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22 The Siege Press Kit. 
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in this ultra-secret agency.”24  Bening also learned to speak a little Arabic.  In an 

interview, Bening describes her experience: I got to meet this woman who had just 

stopped working undercover for the CIA and she was tremendously eye opening.  While 

the stuff we used isn’t anything like classified I think we made our point about how the 

authorities can act and react.25  Denzell Washington spent his time gathering background 

information for the role with the FBI, and a special agent, who had investigated the 

World Trade Center bombing.  Washington proudly asserted, “We should write our 

friendly FBI agents and thank them.  Because you have no idea what we never see 

because of what they do.  And not just them, Immigration and Naturalization, airport 

security, different layers, CIA, police, whatever, they make it easier for us to just not 

have to feel the way you feel when you watch this film.”26   

Representation  

The representational strategy in the production of The Siege pivots around such 

conceptions of terrorism as a substantial threat to “civilized” nations.  Thus, as often 

found in U.S. terrorism discourse, young American professionals are pitted against 

“Others” within the context of nationalist counterterrorist scenarios.27  The employment 

of police state technology figures as the panacea for counterterrorism, with satellite 

imagery, remote cameras, surveillance vans, laser gunsites, photography, fingerprinting, 

and computer forensics databasing.  Hubbard often demands, “names and photographs.”  

While taking down one first terrorist cell, the FBI sends a fake delivery boy with pizza 

box containing explosives to incapacitate the terrorists.  In fact, in some parts of the film, 

cutting edge technology becomes the site of conflict between the FBI, CIA and the U.S. 

military.  As infrared imagery captures Elise and terrorist Samir having sex, FBI agent 

Frank Haddad (Tony Shalhoub) describes that watching it, “beats the shit out of cable,” 

emphasizing the heightened fetishism of using such technologies to spy on foreigners and 

civilians alike.  

                                                 
24 The Siege Press Kit. 
25 Waterman, Ivan. (1999, January 8). Beauty and the Beatty. The Mirror, p. 5. 
26 Ivry, B. (1998, November 1). The siege mentality; Islamic Americans decry a film's exploitation of 
ethnic fear. The Record (Bergen County, NJ), p. Y02. 
27 Saunders, J. (2000). The uncanny suburbs: Arlington Road and the politics of terrorism. Text, Practice, 

Performance 2: 33-52. 
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With the rise of late industrial capitalism, an emerging managerial class and the 

aristocratization of capitalists in the early 20th century, the young professional became a 

staple of silent Hollywood narratives and heroic status shifted from the ruling class to the 

Professional/Managerial class.28  Thus, salaried workers, “who do not own the means of 

production and whose major function in the social division of labor...[is]...the 

reproduction of capitalist culture and capitalist class relations,”29are central protagonists. 

The representation of the managerial class in postmodern action films has historically 

been dominated by the homosocial bonds between a central white protagonist and a black 

male as “buddies,” who join together against the threats posed by women, foreigners and 

the irksome obstructions of the legal process.  Such a construct appears a problematic 

attempt in film production to avoid racial exclusion and stereotyping, while retaining 

American imperial and heterosexist agendas.30   

The Siege sought to valorize the young African-American professional and his 

Arab partner, which in polysemic reception might be either be praised for its 

representation of honest, functional non-white citizens, but also might be considered to 

conceal existing social structures and policies via incorporation, an inclusive effect 

comparable to Barthes’ description of an image of a French black in uniform saluting the 

tricolor flag.31  At the level of denotation, the picture is a patriotic display.  However, at 

the level of connotation, such images construct an imaginary relationship among empire, 

capitalism and gendered and racially coded subjects, which fosters the myth of Western 

cultures as inclusive and egalitarian.  Producer Obst’s evaluation of Denzel Washington 

is particularly telling: “[Washington] has that moral authority, of right and wrong.  He 

provides us with a role model of moral authority at a time when we have none.  He 

                                                 
28 Ohmann, R. (1996). Selling culture: magazines, markets and class at the turn of the century. London: 
Verso; Jeffords, S. (1993). The patriot system, or managerial heroism. In A. Kaplan & D. Pease (Eds.), 
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labor and capital (pp. 5-45). Boston: South End Press, p. 11. 
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conveys an idealism based on realism, and the ability to do the right thing in a crisis.”32 

Obst’s statement is nostalgic, yet the “moral authority” that she references unmistakably 

derives from Washington, a black actor (and imaginary FBI agent, Anthony Hubbard), 

faithfully serving the official U.S. ideologies concerning “terrorism,” and the prescriptive 

implications built into counterterrorist discourse.   

However, the “moral authority” of Washington also derives from his legalistic 

integrity.  When it comes to CIA acts of international kidnapping of terrorism suspects, or 

when torture of Arabs is openly considered by the military General Devereaux (Bruce 

Willis), Hubbard protests such tactics.  Hubbard stops both Frank and Elise from beating 

suspects.  Nonetheless, Hubbard is not opposed to threatening Arabs during interrogation 

with lit cigarettes, highlighting a particular form of black masculinity defined by “an 

urban aesthetic, a nihilistic attitude and aggressive posturing.”33  This is in keeping with 

Washington’s appointed tough guy authority in the film and in his speech to his FBI team 

to “turn the heat up,” on “student organizations and anyone critical of this country.”  As a 

black male, Hubbard is “stranded between the competing - at times overdetermining – 

logics of race and gender.”34 As a black man in a racist social and political hierarchy, he 

has neither power nor privilege; but as a male agent within patriarchy he has both.   

Both Hubbard’s black masculinity and Frank’s Arab masculinity are “emblematic 

of the intersection of disempowerment and effaceable power,”35 articulated as power of 

men over women and “Other” men.  For instance, the two cops display tough male 

posturing toward Arabs through homophobia and violence, acting out the desire of the 

white majority, to eliminate an undesirable element of the Arab minority.  Although not 

all Muslims and Arabs are bad, if a terrorist is to found, it will be a Muslim or Arab.  A 

primary effect of the inclusive casting of non-whites as young professionals is that it 
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functions as a representational justification against accusations of scapegoating and 

stereotyping.  

When the producers of The Siege began to receive criticism from the Council on 

American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) and the American- Arab Anti-Discrimination 

Committee (ADC) for the representations of radical Muslim terrorists in The Siege, 

Zwick maintained that the film was balanced, because it portrayed not only Muslim 

terrorists, but “responsible Arab-American cops, lawyers, families and community 

leaders.”36  The “good Arab-American” is one single character, an FBI agent played by 

Lebanese American actor, Tony Shalhoub.  Shalhoub’s portrayal of Frank the serves to 

legitimate the “more civilized” Arab working for the FBI.  As an Arab, Frank is only 

accepted to be American to the extent that he demonstrates Orientalist xenophobic 

values, such as threatening to send a suspect on the “first plane to Tunis.”  Frank also 

compares the legalism of the FBI to the atavistic terror of Middle Eastern state police, 

when he suggests that back home, “security would be up these guys’ asses with the 

poker.”  The central terrorist of the film, Samir, is contrasted as a brooding and psychotic 

Muslim.   

Consequently, one permissible form of racism (in the guise of anti-terrorism) 

supports the diversification of feminine and non-white professionals, i.e. “we” who are 

joined with the white masculine state in the fight against the extranational, feminized 

“Other.” Yet, race cannot really be explored without also looking at scripts of gender 

performance.  For instance, when Frank is questioning an Arab suspect about 

involvement in past terrorist attacks, the suspect reasons that all good Arabs had been 

involved in political violence at one time or another, except, referring to Frank, 

“…women like you.”  Frank immediately reaffirms his masculinity by bashing the Arab 

suspect’s face with his elbow.  

Ethnic images in American films have usually been reflections of the history of 

race relations in this century.  In the case of The Siege, the military tends to represent this 

racist oppression of WASP privilege.  When Hubbard goes to military official General 

Devereaux to try and get Frank’s son released from Arab internment, the military justifies 

incarceration by calling Frank a “Shi’ite.” When Hubbard reminds the military officers 
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that Frank happens to be an FBI agent, a soldier calls Hubbard an “Ethiopian.” Although 

one theme in the film raises important questions about the absolutist prejudice against 

Muslims as a whole, and thus by proxy examines Washington’s capacity to recognize the 

distinction between good and bad Muslims, it becomes very clear that good Muslims help 

the U.S. kill bad Muslims, who kill lots of innocent people.   

The producers of The Siege drew on the homosocial ethnic construct not only in 

the representation of non-white terrorists, but also the female CIA agent.  Zwick claimed 

that The Siege, “is a movie about two professionals trying to accomplish their jobs.” He 

sought, “an actress formidable enough to play opposite Denzel as his professional 

peer.”37 However, Elise’s work with the CIA is misogynistically likened to sexual 

promiscuity, coding Elise as a whore, and therefore, dangerous woman.  Although Elise’s 

“intelligence” as a CIA operative is privileged in the film, her analysis often comes 

across as rather shallow Orientalism.  When Hubbard demands that proper criminal 

procedure be followed and warrants be obtained, Elise responds by mentioning the 

Islamic “warrant from god,” and that American “quaint laws don’t mean shit to these 

people.”  When she describes Middle Eastern relations as “sleeping around,” Frank 

exclaims, “So, you sleep around.”  Later in the film, Hubbard insults Elise by asking her, 

“How could you possibly remember who you’re fucking?”  In another scene, Frank jokes 

with Hubbard, “the three of you make a happy couple,” suggesting Elise’s duplicity (as 

Elise Kraft/Sharon Bridger) and her promiscuous relationship with terrorist, Samir.  In 

fact, the film intimates a potential love interest between (white) Elise and (black) 

Hubbard, but it is always thwarted.  On one occasion the two dance closely, only to be 

interrupted by news of the latest attack upon (and reminder of) the ruling class, in the 

bombing of a theater.  After Elise continues to snoop around in Hubbard’s jurisdiction, he 

incarcerates her at FBI headquarters.   

Elise’s duplicity gets its comeuppance in the climax when she is taken captive by 

Samir and Hubbard is portrayed in a suspenseful crosscutting sequence making his way 

to the rescue.  True to the femme fatale character, Elise must be investigated, punished or 

purified though the sacrifice of her own life.38  Elise’s bodily sacrifice and holy prayer 
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highlight as similar what is often constructed as difference, namely the “death wish” in 

the name of a common cultural cause – the Western Orientalism of the fanatic suicide 

bomber.  As she dies, Hubbard helps her to recite the Lord’s prayer, but her final words 

are the Arabic, Enshalla (If Allah so wills it).   

When trailers for the film were screened in the U.S., audiences saw the linkage of 

Islamic prayers and exploding buildings and Arab groups stepped up their protest. 

Annette Bening attributed the impression of the film from the trailer to advertising: 

“That's marketing.  That's scary when you really think about it.  Is that what sells a 

movie? The movie's not anti-Arab.”39  Yet, the film contains the same Islam/terror 

juxtaposition, with slow motion shots of a Muslim ritualistically washing his hands, 

followed by a shot of hands linking bomb wires together.  When groups of terrorists are 

gathering in the (constructed) Arab-American streets, they were all shot in backlighting, 

so as to accentuate primal “darkness” through use of silhouette.  

The contestation of such images of Muslims and Arabs in The Siege erupted not 

in the theatrical exhibition of the trailer, but earlier during production, when Muslim and 

Arab-American anti-defamation groups learned of scenes being shot in Brooklyn in the 

spring of 1998.  Muslim residents saw that the film crew had painted a mural on Milton 

Street showing Saddam-like fanatic and graffiti depicting an Arab holding a machine gun 

and sitting on a camel.  Other walls bore Arabic slogans suggestive of intifada graffiti. 

Some residents and even a few of the extras called the Washington offices of the Council 

on American- Islamic Relations and the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, 

and both organizations began to make inquiries of the studio.40   

Despite the deliberate Orientalist coding of the production design, Dana Robin, 

the film's location manager, claimed that the fabricated neighborhood was not meant to 

be “sinister,” but merely a place where terrorists “can blend in”41 Production took place 

in at least nineteen locations in four boroughs; for one location shoot in February of 1998, 

Greenpoint, a traditionally Slavic neighborhood was visually redressed as a Muslim 

district, while the smell of kielbasa filled the streets and nearby teen-agers gossiped in 
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Polish.  Local merchants were paid $250 per shooting day and asked to leave up their 

new Arabic signs until the crew returned in April.  Yet, no filming took place nearby on 

Atlantic Avenue, where an actual Arabic district exists, purportedly because, “Manhattan 

Avenue is just a far more interesting-looking place,”42 although one can readily imagine 

protective reasons why that location was not scouted.  

Edward Zwick brought the Big Apple to a standstill during filming.  Times 

Square and 42nd Street were closed down while some of the biggest bangs and stunts 

ever witnessed were filmed.  Downing Stadium on Randall's Island became home to a 

thousand extras dressed as soldiers and Brooklyn Bridge was even closed to film troops 

entering the city.  Zwick worked with New City Film Commission, traffic control police, 

and engineers to close off the Brooklyn Bridge, blow up a bus in Williamsburg district of 

Brooklyn, and close off Times Square for a couple of nights between midnight and near 

dawn.  

This elaborate process is part of the Hollywood industry - the maneuvering to 

head off the protests from cultural groups, and even to respond to their criticism though 

press releases and the encoding of the film text - becoming ever more a part of 

commercial movie making.  Increasingly, Hollywood is consulting groups that may 

potentially protest representations of their culture, religion or ethnic group in major 

motion pictures and rearticulating their findings to serve studio public relations and 

marketing ends.  In 1998, when The Siege was released, New Line Cinema enlisted 

Amnesty International and the Anti-Defamation League of Los Angeles to endorse the 

neo-Nazi cautionary tale, American History X;43  In the same year, DreamWorks’ 

outreach for The Prince of Egypt conducted 756 meetings with 558 consultants, including 

Billy Graham and Jesse Jackson, Abraham Foxman of the Anti- Defamation League, and 

diplomats from the Muslim nations of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.  There were private 

screenings in Vatican City for the Pope's staff and in Lynchburg, Virginia, for the Rev. 

Jerry Falwell.44  

In the spring of 1998, Obst and Zwick sent a copy of the script for The Siege, then 

titled Martial Law, to the Council on American-Islamic Relations and it was reviewed by 
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scholar Jack Sheehan, who had previously written extensively on Arabs in film and 

television.  In early April, Sheehan traveled with two CAIR officials to New York to get 

together with the producers.  Sheehan and CAIR representatives explained that their main 

objection to the script was the central plot - that all the terrorists in The Siege were Arabs 

and Muslims.  Zwick countered by calling attention to the point that the Arab-Americans 

are victims as well as villains, and that one of the main protagonists is an FBI agent who 

is an Arab-American.45  

Shaheen later reflected on how Zwick’s comments reminded him, “of how 

producers once tried to justify their hostile depictions of Native Americans.”46
  

Subsequent letters suggesting alternate scenarios from Shaheen on April 3, 5, and 15 of 

were ignored by Obst and Zwick.47  In August 1998, Ibrahim Hooper of the Council on 

American-Islamic Relations claimed that after months in which Obst and Zwick did not 

reply to follow-up faxes and letters, the filmmakers finally responded with an invitation 

to the groups' leaders for a screening when the film was nearly completed.  Obst alleged 

that she never received the faxes and letters.48  The rough cut of the film did not appear to 

have taken into account the more crucial concerns of Arab activists.  Meanwhile, release 

promotions positioned the film as “a virtual docudrama, preceded by testimonials like 

‘terrifyingly real!’”49
 Zwick made minor revisions to the script by removing the 

exclamation, “Jesus Christ,” made by the Arab character played by Shaloub, and excising 

a scene in which Washington has a confrontation with an Arab taxi driver, who refuses to 

give him a ride.50   

Zwick said he had considered new plot-lines, but that he could not “come into a 

process that’s 10 weeks into filming with only a couple of weeks left and presume to try 

to change its focus.”51  Thus, when Obst and Zwick asked members of the American 

Muslim community for their pre-release opinion of The Siege, it seemed more a 
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forestalling of protests than any attempt to gain knowledge of Muslim perspectives on the 

film’s representation of terrorism, or to reach some reconciliation in fair representation. 

After all, Obst and Zwick already had sufficient “data” on terrorism, derived from the 

news media, terrorism “experts” and U.S. officials.  Later justifications from Zwick 

continued to reference this “reality” of terrorism, its rootedness in social fact.  Critics of 

The Siege, according to Zwick, failed to “get” the film, and were a “kind of chilling 

effect, or more, of [his] own rights as an artist.”52  Furthermore, Zwick suggested that the 

critique of representations of minorities was just, “a very fashionable argument,”53 and 

that it is, “the job of an anti-discrimination organization to complain.  Mine is to make 

films.”54  It is these kinds of statements that expose Zwick’s superficial “good 

intentions,” nationalist assumptions, and the popular myths of the Hollywood system that 

simply cannot manage contradictory and complex notions of the Middle East, instead 

relying on the reality effect of state propaganda, patriotic masculinity and stereotypical 

constructions of Muslims and Arabs.  

Conclusion  

Despite its appearance as a revisionist counterterrorism film, The Siege was based 

on news media and official perspectives, which greatly privileges mainstream American 

views on terrorism and focuses on how American law enforcement and military power 

will preserve the social and economic interests of America, otherwise known as “our way 

of life.” As Zwick stated in an interview, “The movie is about us, about this country and 

who we are or more conjecturally, who we could possibly become.”55  According to one 

account, Edward Zwick never intended The Siege to deal with Arab Americans and the 

Muslim community, as he had started writing an early script about a rivalry between the 

FBI and the CIA.  The introduction of Arab terrorist attacks was a way to dramatize that 

U.S. federal/intelligence conflict.56  Describing his first impression of the script, Zwick 

recalled:  
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It was a conventional story of terrorism, involving a lot of interdepartmental 

squabbling and a weapon of mass destruction.  Well, I felt I had to re-invent it.  

I've always been drawn to ask questions about our myths and institutions.  Here 

was a chance to deal with things usually addressed only in platitudes.  What 

happens at the point when extremists are exploding the bombs in downtowns? 

We've always talked the talk of constitutional democracy, but at crunch time, 

would we walk the walk?57  

The production history of The Siege reveals a common set of assumptions adhered 

to in the process of the encoding of visual design and narrative storytelling in a U.S. 

action “terrorism film.”  The U.S.-centric liberal ideology of America under attack is 

fundamentally compatible with counterterrorist literature.  Such an approach focuses on 

national security and how it affects Americans.  It hardly mediates equally the real 

grievances and life traumas of attacked and dispersed peoples, political action and social 

change.  The reality is that U.S. becomes a “victim” of captivity, with only passing 

description of historical U.S. support of military dictatorships and “terrorist cells” against 

“communist” Arab nationalists.  Little interest is given to the real people in the Middle 

East, who often continue to be deprived of the basic needs of human life, peaceful 

channels of protest, and thus, are encouraged to fight back through equivalent forms of 

political and religious violence that have been visited upon them.  U.S. terrorist action 

films do not provide careful attention to U.S. foreign policy, corporate interests and 

historical military invasions and coups. The critical importance of this U.S. centric model 

of “terrorism” demands more study of the production histories of terrorist films.  
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 
This chapter summarizes the findings and conclusions of the current dissertation. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the relationship between U.S. foreign policy vis-

à-vis the Middle East and the representation of political and religious violence in action 

feature films.  The second section of the chapter addresses the conclusions of the current 

dissertation, presenting a brief answer to the research questions examined.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the implications of the study for communication and film 

studies, as well as suggestions for future research.  

Counterterrorism Discourses and Hollywood Cinema 

The current study argued that official discourses on the Middle East and 

counterterrorism have largely shaped the representations of the Middle East that appear in 

Hollywood action films.  These ideological forces could be seen not only in the filmic 

text, but permeated film production from development to exhibition.  Representations of 

the Middle East in Western popular culture have been influenced by conflicts dating back 

to the Crusades, by were redefined for modernity in the 1920s, as Western forces 

scrambled for supplementary sources of petroleum.  The presentation of Arabs and 

Muslims has been particularly insidious since at least the 1950s, when Arabs and Muslim 

organized resistance to Western domination.  Initially, U.S. depictions of Arabs and 

Muslims originated as the legacy of British and French Orientalism, which depicted the 

Middle East as unitary, absolutist, fatalistic, patriarchal, unreasoning, obsessional, anti-

modern, and punitive.58  Orientalist discourses functioned as a rational for the European 

colonialism in the 19th century, and as a paternalistic and self-serving perception of 

Western empire, Orientalism saw Arabs as ill-mannered youngsters that only need be 

“brought up” into technological industrial capitalism.  During the 1920s, the U.S. began 

to struggle for a foothold in the Middle East, and characterized the U.S./Arabia 
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relationship as a mutual partnership of dollars, gold and oil, rather than master/servant 

submission of continental European colonialism.59 

In the World War II era, the oil of the Middle East would become of significant 

importance for the Allied war machine.  With the close of WWII, Middle East oil became 

particularly central in supplying Western Europe with resources for rebuilding the 

infrastructure of cities destroyed by seven years of bombing.  The monopolistic 

exploitation of Middle East environment meant amazing profits for Western corporations, 

comparatively minor percentages to monarchies, right-wing dictatorships and the 

mistreatment of Arab and Persian laborers.  After WWII, as the British and French were 

no longer militarily capable of subduing their colonies and oil concessions in the Middle 

East, a series of indigenous revolutionary movements conflagrated in Syria, Iran, Iraq, 

Egypt and Algeria.60  Western powers generally interpreted such insolence to be the 

workings of Soviet infiltration and responded with U.S. assisted military strikes and 

covert coups.   

In 1953, the British and U.S. clandestinely overthrew the democratically elected 

Mossadeqh to retain oil hegemony and reinstalled the Shah, whose secret police force, 

SAVAK, both armed and trained by the U.S. military and CIA, and responsible for the 

torture, mutilation and killing of political enemies in Iran.61  At the same time, Western 

nations were tacitly supporting the Zionist occupation and settlement of Palestine.  Israel, 

Saudi Arabia and Iran served as an “iron triangle” to protect U.S. control over oil 

producing regions of the gulf.62  The U.S. position could be summed up in the infamous 

quote attributed to Henry Kissinger in 1974: “Oil is much too important a commodity to 

be left in the hands of the Arabs.”63  As Arab opposition to Western exploitation 

increased in the 1950s in the form of organized resistance, U.S. military and corporate 

intelligence communities articulated a new demonology of Arab “terrorism,” once again 
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adopting the colonial discourses of British Mandate counterterrorism in the 1930s, in 

which “terrorism” was a common term for indigenous resistance to colonialism.64  

The films in this thesis reflect the trends and shifts in counterterrorist discourses 

from the 1970s to the 1990s.  Counterterrorist discourses reflect a symbiosis of state 

public affairs and corporate special interest campaigns and lobbies, which in turn become 

the stuff of popular discourses that influence Hollywood productions.  Counterterrorist 

discourses work from Western institutional perspectives and reify the terms and limits of 

terror discourse and representations of terrorism.65  The films examined employ Middle 

Eastern terrorists as a dramatic antagonists set on bringing holocaust to America.  In most 

cases, content development and preproduction depended heavily on official and corporate 

sources in the form of counterterrorist discourses.  By the late 1980s, counterterrorist 

action film productions were receiving substantial technical and material assistance from 

state institutions such as the Pentagon and FBI.  Each of these institutions sought to 

further its own interests, as well as further the interests of U.S. global hegemony.  Thus 

the hegemonic ideology of racial fear, preemption, and technology for war was greatly 

infused in the process of production, design, and storytelling of Hollywood’s 

counterterrorist action films. 

A common theme of this type of study is the concept of “mediaworks,” or the 

combined operations of signifying institutions in the mass media (public affairs, think 

tanks, networks, press, studios) that help to obtain hegemonic consensus, to the extent 

that it makes little sense to distinguish between Hollywood depictions and “reality,” since 

reality itself is a “common sense” constructed of various discursive media.  The 

Hollywood industry concept of “technical advising” by military or terrorism experts 

conceals and naturalizes the arrant artificiality of counterterrorism discourses.  In 

summary, Hollywood Arab terrorist action genre reflects the interrelation of U.S. official 

institutions, news media sourcing, and Hollywood’s assimilation of U.S. counterterrorism 

discourses into film.   
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An analysis of filmic images and cultural stereotypes alone does not seem to fully 

capture the phenomenon of Hollywood counterterrorism.  Throughout the dissertation 

there has also been an investigation of the industrial relations, economic trends and 

technological innovations in the representation of counterterrorism.  In order to sustain a 

multiperspectival analysis of Hollywood counterterrorism, this study has attempted to 

trace the production process carefully from script to screen and beyond.  It has shown that 

the 1970s counterterrorist spectacle was grounded in broader economic trends of 

conglomerate power and the action blockbuster under a new and volatile global 

Hollywood marketplace, fully integrated and synergized with other sectors of media.  In 

the 1980s, the industry was characterized by independent exploitation, increased runaway 

and foreign coproduction; the shooting of counterterrorist films in Israel with IDF (and 

moderate Pentagon) assistance was symptomatic of industry trends.  In the 1990s, 

Hollywood saw foreign theatrical grosses surpass domestic grosses as it strove for a 

transnational cinema that embraced Post-Cold war discourses (and increased Pentagon 

assistance) and digitally enhanced spectacles of terror.  By the late 1990s, Hollywood had 

hit the ceiling of audience interest in muscular action films and turned to self-reflexive 

and revisionist modes.  Still informed by Orientalist discourses, such revisionism 

perpetuated Western ideological constructions of political and religious violence in the 

Middle East. 

A short-lived hiatus in the production of Arab counterterrorist films came on 9/11. 

The studios briefly considered eliminating terrorism from action films, because it might 

have reflected 9/11 too closely.  Warner Bros. postponed Collateral Damage, a movie in 

which Arnold Schwarzenegger plays a firefighter, who seeks vengeance after his wife 

and child are killed in a Los Angeles skyscraper blown up by narco-terrorists, changed by 

director Andrew Davis from the original script’s Arabs.  The screenwriters, David and 

Peter Griffiths, suffered another setback when Fox suspended their top-secret project, 

Deadline, a hijack drama written for James Cameron.66 

However, soon after 9/11 the proactive relationship between the Pentagon and 

entertainment industry was intensified.  Government intelligence specialists secretly 
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solicited terrorist scenarios from top Hollywood filmmakers and writers.  Only days after 

the “terror attacks,” the Pentagon-funded video training research center, Institute for 

Creative Technologies, at the University of Southern California convened several 

meetings with filmmakers.67  In early October 2001, an ad hoc working group convened 

at USC at the behest of the U.S. Army.  The goal was to brainstorm about possible 

terrorist targets and schemes in the U.S. and to offer solutions to those threats, in light of 

the twin assaults on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center.  Two dozen writers and 

directors were commissioned to participate in private “brainstorming sessions.”  Among 

those in the working group based at USC’s Institute for Creative Technology were those 

with obvious connections to the terrorist pic milieu, like Die Hard screenwriter Steven E. 

De Souza, TV writer David Engelbach (“MacGyver”), David Fincher (Fight Club), and 

Joseph Zito, who directed the features Delta Force One, Missing in Action and The 

Abduction.68  Producers, directors and writers were only too happy to have Pentagon 

brass hear their story lines, and were not displeased to hear one another’s pitches either, 

says one participant in the sessions.69   

One USC insider described an ad hoc group that gathered at USC after 9/11, 

focused “on the short-term threats against the country,” and said that Army Brig. Gen. 

Kenneth Bergquist was heading the effort, which had met twice already via 

teleconference with the Pentagon.  ICT creative director James Korriss confirmed that the 

filmmaker meetings were ongoing with the Army but declined to elaborate as to what 

specific recommendations had been made to the Pentagon.70  Steven de Souza later 

revealed the meetings with Pentagon advisers and officials took place in an anonymous 

building in Los Angeles.  The participants had previously been sent intelligence briefings 

of material that had just been declassified.  De Souza, recalls, “We learned about the 

things found in the al-Qaeda camps about biological and chemical warfare.”71  This 

“intelligence” was most likely the speculative or “cooked-up,” as no al-Qaeda operative 

to date has been found with biological and chemical agents, weapons that have been 
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largely engineered and monopolized by the U.S. and European firms.  Yet, the grim 

material was presented so realistically that it struck the entertainers like a blow when they 

were first exposed to it.  De Souza’s account recalls the content of a classified report on 

the Iraqi regime which the CIA provided to the U.S. Congress in September, 2002, and 

the “White Paper” released to the public in October of that year - “evidence” that Saddam 

Hussein was building WMD’s. 

In October conservative screenwriter Lionel Chetwynd, documentary producer 

Craig Haffner and a group of actors, writers and producers, held an exploratory meeting 

with two White House aides.  The “creatives” were soon excused from the Arts & 

Entertainment task force, and by the November 11 it was populated by Bush’s advisor, 

Karl Rove, and corporate Hollywood figures, Rupert Murdoch, Sumner Redstone, Sherry 

Lansing and Jack Valenti, who led the real decision-making.  Rove set out to enlist the 

direct participation of the elite Hollywood community in the war on terrorism.72  Many 

politicians hoped to see a convergence of foreign policy agendas and film content.  Bush 

himself argued for a “seamless web of unity” around the war effort.73 

Pentagon officials have become particularly busy over the past few years.  ABC 

announced a new reality series, “Profiles from the Front Line,” with the help of the 

Pentagon.  Jerry Bruckheimer (Black Hawk Down) and Bertram Van Munster (“Cops” 

series) were co-creators.  Meanwhile, filmmaker R.J. Cutler was shooting a multi-hour 

documentary for VH1, “Military Diaries.”74 Strub claimed that in 2001, the Pentagon’s 

film officers were busier than they had been in years.75  The Pentagon sees what 

television analysts call “militainment” as one of the most effective ways to get its 

message across, free of the filters of a critical press corps.  In addition to television shows 

with military themes, the Pentagon continued to cooperate with “JAG.” 

In the age of the War on Terror, Hollywood would be an indispensable asset. 

Take, for instance, the trials of “terrorists” and “enemy combatants” as depicted in the 

CBS television series, “JAG” in 2002, which has regularly collaborated with the 
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Pentagon since 1995.  One scene in “JAG” shows an al Qaeda leader in an orange 

jumpsuit before an ad hoc court on an aircraft carrier.  The portrayal was faithful to 

Rumsfeld’s false promises of “full and fair” tribunals, while the accounts of abuses at 

Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay were hardly yet known.  In fact, the show’s script 

writer said he learned details of the intensely debated rules on conducting the 

controversial tribunals two weeks before Rumsfeld released them at a news conference 

on March 21.  Former Army captain Charles Holland, who scripted the episode and 

served as consulting producer, admitted that television dramas can be perceived as 

reality, and thus, felt obliged to inject heroism and patriotism into the story to “raise the 

morale of viewers and troops.”  Holland deduced, “War is terrible, conflicts are terrible, 

but somebody has to do it and so it’s necessary - maybe not completely honest, but 

necessary - to imbue those things with glory.  I don’t shrink from it.”76 

Summary 

The current dissertation focused upon the relationship between the construction of 

Middle Eastern terrorism in film and its relationship to U.S. counterterrorism discourse. 

Specifically, the dissertation investigated how U.S. counterterrorism policy was 

assimilated into the process of the encoding of visual design and narrative storytelling in 

a U.S. action counterterrorism film.  I argued that the collaboration between state 

institutions and the film industry influenced the film production and the producers’ 

perspectives of political and religious violence in the Middle East.  Little interest was 

given to Arab and Muslim advocates or critics of U.S. foreign policy, who often continue 

to be deprived of input and authorial influence on Hollywood counterterrorism films.  

Thus, the films did not provide careful attention to Middle Eastern perspectives or 

critique political or corporate interests of hegemonic counterterrorism discourses. 

The present dissertation was organized around three research questions.  The first 

research question examined the interests Hollywood had in producing images of the 

Middle East as “terrorist”: (RQ I) What interests, both ideological and commercial, has 

Hollywood in producing images of the Middle East as “terrorist”? In answer to RQ 1, the 

Hollywood interest was both ideological and commercial.  In some cases (Iron Eagle, 

The Delta Force) the filmmakers carried a strong ideological alliance with U.S. or Israeli 
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foreign interests and strong prejudice toward the Middle Eastern nations and their 

interests.  This was often articulated in “acting out” against scapegoats (evil, psychotic 

terrorists), rewriting history so that America wins, and a nostalgic longing for traditional 

conservative values of God, patriotism and military might.  In other cases, the ideological 

connection was more ambiguous, with filmmakers being impressed by military might 

(Navy SEALs, True Lies) and using the military to embody a broader ideological 

commitment to Manichean narratives of good and evil.  Economic interests were based 

on perceived interests of target audiences in topics of salience, especially in periods of 

political turmoil and heightened audience identification with and consent to national 

policies and sentiments, such as the Iran Hostage Crisis, Persian Gulf Conflict or other 

contemporary international incidents involving Middle Eastern political or religious 

violence.  In some cases, the film’s producers unashamedly exploited topical violence, its 

perpetrators and its victims as publicity for the films (The Delta Force, Navy SEALs). 

Another significant economic factor was the possibility of subsidies or externalities in 

producing war-themed films with government assistance.  Such ventures could provide 

for increased narrative interest (inside sources and top-security access) and production 

values (e.g. military hardware, bases and soldiers) with substantial savings on film 

budgets.  

The second research question (RQ 2) was, What role does official sourcing play 

in the assimilation of terrorism into motion pictures? The answer provides improved 

understanding of the ideological positioning of Hollywood counterterrorist film.  As is 

commonly recognized in news media coverage of terrorism, with every film examined 

there was substantial tilt toward state and corporate sources and perspectives.  Story 

development and preproduction research often turned to official sources, or popular print 

or electronic media derived from official sourcing.  Official sources and state 

propagandists constituted a bureaucratic subsidy to the Hollywood, reducing the cost of 

acquiring raw materials and producing original stories, at the taxpayer’s expense, 

sometimes misleading the people in the interests of powerful groups such as military 

contractors, multinational corporations and sponsors of state oppression.  Thus, 

Hollywood’s counterterrorism films evoked positive associations of military and 

bourgeois culture and advanced elite interests and hegemonic ideology.  Like the news 
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media, motion pictures played into state objectives concerning how terrorism is defined 

and determined attitudes toward insurgent groups, state behavior, and legitimacy of 

monopolistic violence. 

Hollywood’s dependent relationship with state institutions such as the Pentagon 

put producers at the disposal of public affairs professionals, who sought to inscribe a 

“positive image” into the Hollywood text.  Films with critical or countercultural 

perspectives which were at variance with the Pentagon’s need to present military-

industrial culture or foreign policy sanguinely were given only limited cooperation from 

Pentagon.  Conversely, the Pentagon would open the toy box to filmmakers who toed the 

party line.  And access to high-security areas, high-ranking officers, and high-tech 

gadgetry was adequate aphrodisiac to make even the most independent producer a tool of 

dominance.  And despite the Pentagon’s insistence, it was not just the filmmakers who 

came to the state.  In fact, government liaisons’ surveillance of the media and film trade 

papers for potential productions was well documented; military, FBI and CIA officials 

repeatedly approached television producers and filmmakers about working on projects 

with promise of mutual benefit. 

On the flip side, Arab and Muslim advocates were repeatedly shut out of the 

consultation process.  Calls to studios to seek preview screenings and meetings with film 

producers were either ignored or denied, and if granted, were too late in the filmmaking 

process as to have any significant input into the final film.  Advocates were often left 

with no other alternative than to picket film screenings, stage press conferences or call for 

boycotts and bans.  Arab and Muslim advocates faced constant challenges.  They had to 

continually secure the cooperation of media producers because the U.S. Arab lobby had 

little independent power or authority and only moderate success in persuading producers, 

directors and scriptwriters to modify their productions to represent Muslims and Arabs in 

a less discriminatory fashion.  This led in some cases to protesters threatening or 

perpetrating violence and vandalism, as was the case with Victory at Entebbe screenings 

in Rome, Milan, Greece, South Africa, Argentina, Spain, Columbia, and Norway in 1977, 

which entertainment executives branded, “Censorship by Terrorism.”77 
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The ability of Arab and Muslim advocates to transform the limited Arab images 

in the U.S. was hindered greatly by a trend of antipathy in the motion picture industry, by 

the discrediting attacks of opponents of Arab groups, and by weaknesses characteristic of 

the U.S. Arab lobby in general.  Media producers were reluctant to defer their own 

authority and follow what they see as the “dictates” of advocates.  On the one hand, this 

reflects Hollywood’s general treatment of anti-defamation groups.  Just because studios 

try to bring in advocacy groups early in the production process, in order to obtain 

endorsements and forestall protest, does not mean the film producers will take the 

advocacy groups’ suggestions about films into consideration.  Rather, film producers 

generally consider the accounts of mainstream media, government discourse and 

terrorism “experts” as more reliable and “authentic” sources on terrorism than advocacy 

groups.  Thus, film producers often defend Arab-as-terrorist depictions as “realistic” by 

referring to official perspectives and recent headlines.   

Advocates were also undermined by terrorist think tanks and conferences funded 

by military and preemptive technology firms, who not only discredited the information 

presented by anti-defamation groups, but also accused these groups, at best, of being 

unpatriotic towards America, at worst, financial supporters of terrorism.  For instance, a 

number of critics with lobby interests singled out CAIR as a supporter of “terrorism.”  

This had been happening since the founding of CAIR in 1994, when the group protested 

terrorism “expert” Stephen Emerson’s documentary Jihad in America and Emerson 

alleged in turn that CAIR was “formed about six months ago, is a spinoff of a Texas front 

group for the radical organization Hamas.”78  Writing in the Journal of Counterterrorism 

& Security International, Moore and Tesler asserted, “While CAIR portrays itself as a 

mainstream, objective, public affairs organization, in reality it is a proponent of a radical, 

militant Islam of the worst kind.”79   

Learning to be an effective Hollywood lobby was a long process.  Arab and 

Muslim advocates typically received emails from concerned individuals or groups, 
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sometimes from extras on films, or someone who had seen an item in a newspaper 

discussing an upcoming film.  Advocates learned that there was nothing they could do 

about stereotypical images unless they protested films in the initial stages of production.  

Therefore, Arab and Muslim advocates observed films in initial stages of production, and 

gathered as much information about the films as possible and then sent letters to the film 

producers, and the studios, asking to meet with filmmakers, read the scripts and 

contribute input.80 

In 1996, when Warner Bros. released the film Executive Decision, the Council on 

American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) launched a tremendous protest.  CAIR sources had 

seen a rough cut of the movie.81  On March 1, 1996, Muslim leaders began to send letters 

and faxes to Warner Bros.  CAIR objected to Executive Decision on account of its 

portrayal of the terrorists, who quote from the Koran, hold the holy book while 

committing atrocities, and chant Islamic slogans, or who refer to themselves as blessed 

by Allah, to justify their violent acts.  The movie also featured a terrorist wearing a ring 

with the word “Allah” inscribed on it and chants of “Allahu Akbar” (Allah is Great), 

which are often used in stereotyped portrayals of Muslims.82  The Muslims’ joint 

statement issued by Shakeel Syed, director of the Islamic Shura Council of Southern 

California, stated that the religious elements in the film, “did not advance the plot line in 

any way, and seemed to be used solely to push anti-Muslim ‘hot buttons.’”83   

The Muslim and Arab groups’ protest was acknowledged only after they called 

for organized pickets and a news conference outside the Warner Bros. studio gates.  An 

invitation followed to meet with executives, apparently a last ditch effort of the studio to 

subdue criticism of their new release.84 After a screening of the movie in the Burbank 

studios and a discussion with five Warner Bros. executives, the Islamic leaders said the 

studio heads told them it was too late to edit offending parts from the film, which was to 

appear in theaters on March 15, 1996.  In a press release from Warner’s public relations 

department, the studio announced that a “very constructive meeting” was held between 

studio executives and protesting groups.  However, Warner Bros. refused to edit the film 
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or to append a disclaimer to the opening credits when requested.85  The studio defended 

the film as portraying “a make-believe situation involving a renegade terrorist who has 

betrayed his own organization, his faith and his people.”86  

This situation continued in the post-9/11 era.  When Arab and Muslim advocates 

questioned the insidious representation of Muslims in Rules of Engagement (2002), 

Kenneth Bacon, a Pentagon spokesperson, excused military public relations 

accountability in disclosing, “They [Paramount] have a right to make the movies any way 

they want to make them.  We pay attention to how they portray the military.”87  Arab 

American activist Jack Shaheen suggested that leaders of Arab and Muslim Americans 

write to congress members on the Armed Services Committees and ask them to request 

from the General Accounting Office (GAO) a detailed report on what kind of cooperation 

was provided, as well as DoD’s involvement with other Arab-bashing films.  CAIR 

suggested legislation that would oblige the Pentagon to deny assistance to film and 

television productions that are hostile to Muslims and Arabs.88 

The third research question (RQ 3) was, How does such official expertise shape 

pre-production, production and post-production phases of filmmaking, including the 

scripting, shooting and marketing of such films?  During preproduction, decisions about 

locations, characters and plot events were contingent on the level of assistance 

filmmakers could get from government officials.  New scripts seeking Pentagon approval 

found their way to a Westwood high-rise, where officers representing the four military 

branches and the Coast Guard liaison offices recommended or disapproved assistance to 

the studios.89  The Pentagon’s entertainment liaison received hundreds of requests a year, 

but only approved about 20 percent.90  OCPA-LA, Pentagon’s Hollywood contingent, 

reviewed each script, determined with the production company exactly what level of 

support was requested, and recommended disposition of the project to the branch’s chief 
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of Public Affairs.  Once the branch had sent an official request for permission to support 

a major production to the DoD, the special assistant to the Secretary of Defense for 

Audio/Visual, if he concurred with the branch’s assessment, would approve official 

support.91  This process was similar for TV shows, documentaries, books and video 

games.92   

If any aspect of a script could potentially cast the military in a bad light, military 

liaisons would generate a “List of Concerns” and rule against any future commitment 

until necessary changes were made to scripts or some negotiation was met.  In the case of 

Black Sunday, Miami city officials were concerned that the fictional terrorist attack in the 

film would spawn a wave of bombings by Cuban expatriate terrorists.93 The filmmakers 

would have to threaten to move the production to another city before Miami officials 

would stand down.  However, filmmakers needing assistance from other state institutions, 

such as the Pentagon, had no such luxury; moving somewhere else could mean paying 

out millions of dollars or working with a foreign government.  The producers of The 

Delta Force didn’t even bother trying to get Pentagon assistance on a film about the 

secretive Delta Force commandoes;94 the producers of Iron Eagle attempted to obtain 

assistance, but were turned down due to the key plot point in which a teenager 

commandeers an F16 and bombs a Middle Eastern country.  Later productions such as 

Navy SEALs, True Lies and Executive Decision were willing to make changes to 

screenplays to get assistance.  

As we have seen, films produced with Pentagon assistance were affected during 

production by the presence of Pentagon project officers.  The liaisons offered costume 

advice, negotiated script changes and locations with studio executives, and coordinated 

filming schedules, military logistics and equipment.  If the needed equipment had limited 

availability, leaving a small period of time for shooting scenes, film production teams 

would juggle and revise their production schedule to accommodate the Pentagon.  

Whenever a Pentagon-sanctioned movie was filming, project officers were on the set, 
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whether a studio sound stage, a military base or any other location, making sure the 

production followed Pentagon rules.95   

Finally, it was required that the Pentagon be able to screen the films before they 

were released to the general public.  Working with the Pentagon also played into 

promotion.  As we have seen in the case of Navy SEALs, the Pentagon could help with a 

film’s publicity.  Massive publicity could highlight screenings aboard a navy ships, 

military bases, military benefits, and promotional activities involving military officers 

and stars.  The Pentagon could also create tie-ins for the use of Navy recruiters.96 Film 

producers could cite Pentagon approval of their film as proof of the film’s topicality and 

verisimilitude to Arab terrorism in the “real world.” 

Limitations and Implications for Future Research  

The current dissertation investigated how U.S. counterterrorism policy in the 

Middle East was assimilated into the process of the encoding of visual design and 

narrative storytelling in a U.S. action film.  This examination is best supported through a 

critical reading of production histories that employs various sources including news 

reports, interviews with cast and crew, book length histories, trade paper items, scholarly 

journals, screenplays, archival sources and the films themselves.  Future research should 

examine more films.  As mentioned, the explosion of U.S. terrorism discourse in the early 

1970s resulted in at least 223 features and documentaries in which political and religious 

violence is mediated as “terrorism” prior to 9/11.97  Before 9/11, approximately nineteen 

action films utilized Arab terrorists.98  Further examination of these films’ production 

histories might help in assessing the extent to which counterterrorism discourse is being 

policed through forms of cooperation between motion picture industries and U.S. 

officials.  The current dissertation also only focused on films leading up to 9/11 that 

helped to obtain hegemonic consensus on Arab terrorism and ultimately played a role in 

the understanding of 9/11.  Future research should examine the body of counterterrorism 

action films since 2001.  Given the increased participation of the Pentagon in Hollywood 

                                                 
95 Crawley, J. W. (2001, May 25). Movies, military march in step; Hollywood craves realism, Pentagon the 
publicity. San Diego Union-Tribune, p. A1; Pentagon provides for Hollywood. 
96 Beck, Marilyn. (1990, June 16). Sealed and delivered. Press Telegram. Daily Variety. (1990, July 12), 
AMPAS. 

97 Connors, J. (2001, September 23). Terror films more realistic than we knew. Plain Dealer, p. I1. 
98 Shaheen, J. (2001). Reel bad Arabs: how Hollywood vilifies a people. New York: Olive Branch. 
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films and the military’s heightened need to control its image in the midst of a 

controversial, global “War of Terror,” critical production histories of films following 

9/11 may be more crucial than those before 9/11.  Moreover, given the enlarged 

involvement of the CIA and FBI in shaping filmic discourse on counterterrorism, future 

studies will be able to examine more carefully both the coordination and the competing 

discourses between filmic texts produced under the auspices of different state agencies.99 

The current dissertation set out with the argument that Hollywood’s action films 

have portrayed Arab and Muslim invaders in particular as the architects of spectacular 

catastrophe and as America’s greatest enemy.  However, that does not mean that 

hegemonic counterterrorism discourses do not equally affect other groups, for instance, 

Irish, Russians, Germans, Latin Americans, or for that matter, rural Caucasian males.  It 

is well known that the end of the Cold War left Hollywood action directors scrambling 

for new types of screen heavies, and while a handful of films opted for ambiguously 

coded terrorists, a good number continue to perpetuate insidious forms of racism.  

Perhaps a comparative study of counterterrorism films that examines several groups 

would elucidate the role of ethnic stereotyping in hegemonic discourses through the 

contrast of mythification, marking, and omission of each group.

                                                 
99 Cohen, Jeff. (2001, September 4). The CIA goes primetime: is history repeating itself? Newsday; Alford, 
Matthew and Graham, Robbie. (2008, November 14). Body of Lies: The CIA's involvement with U.S. film-
making. The Guardian; Moraes, Lisa de. (2007, August 27). TV Notes: FBI teams with a producer for 
show based on real events. Washington Post; Bond, Paul. (2007, January 11). Federal pens: FBI seminar 
hosts H'wood scribes. Hollywood Reporter.  
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