Lina Khatib

filming e modern
middle east




Filming the Modern Middle East






Filming the
Modern Middle East

Politics in the Cinemas of Hollywood
and the Arab World

Lina Khatib

I.B. TAURIS

OOOOOO +-NEW YORK




Published in 2006 by I.B.Tauris & Co. Ltd
6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010
www.ibtauris.com

In the United States and Canada distributed by Palgrave Macmillan
a division of St Martin’s Press
175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010

Copyright © 2006 Lina Khatib

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book,
or any part thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced
into a retieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without
the prior written permission of the publisher.

Library of Modern Middle East Studies 57

PBISBN 10: 1 84511 1915
PBISBN 13:978 184511 1915
HB ISBN 10: 1 84511 192 3
HB ISBN 13: 978 1 84511 192 2

A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library
A full CIP record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

Library of Congress catalog card: available

Typeset in Amasis by Keystroke, 28 High Street, Tettenhall, Wolverhampton
Printed and bound by TJ International, Padstow, Cornwall



To Fady
For the sun will eventually shine






Contents

List of Figures
Acknowledgments

Introduction: Orientalism and the Cinematic Middle East

Chapter I: The Politicized Landscape
Why space matters
Hollywood’s spatial political stage
The spatial contradictions of Arab cinemas
Conclusion

Chapter II: Gendered Tools of Nationalism
The changing face of the American male/nation
The female nations of Arab cinemas
Conclusion

Chapter III: Conflicts Within and Without:
The Arab-Israeli Conflict (and the Gulf War)
Hollywood’s America: world police
Arab cinemas: nostalgia and resistance
Conclusion

Chapter IV: From the Other Outside to the Other Within:
Representing Islamic Fundamentalism

Why fundamentalism matters

Hollywood’s fundamentalist terrorists

ix
xi

15
15
18
33
60

63
64
80
101

105
108
120
157

165
165
173



V111 CONTENTS

Islamic fundamentalism in Egyptian and Algerian cinemas:
the Other within
Conclusion

Epilogue: On Difference, Resistance, and Nationalism
On difference
On resistance
On nationalism
Beyond the East/West divide

Bibliography
Filmography
General Index
Index of Films

183
197

201
201
203
207
209

211
229
233
241



List of Figures

© 0Nk W=

—_ =
—_= O

12.
13.

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

21.

American helicopters descend on Yemen—Rules of Engagement
Arab-Americans forced into camps in The Siege

Ali in his barren space—The Terrorist

Said and his fundamentalist men—a2Bab el-Oued City

Fat’hallah chatting to Margaret on the internet—7he Other
Graffiti in Canticle of the Stones

Um Ibrahim in her courtyard—Ticket to Jerusalem

The three men on their boat trip—A Summer in la Goulette

Spy Game’s larger-than-life American hero in Beirut

Iraqi women walk on milk-soaked ground—Three Kings

. Sahar: the liberated nation as liberated woman—

The Fertile Memory

Rana awaits her wedding—Rana’s Wedding

Rachida after being attacked by Islamic fundamentalists—
Rachida

The jewels turn to blood drops—Tale of Three Jewels

The Arafat balloon—Divine Intervention

Divine Intervention’s ninja fighter

Ahmad Zaki as Nasser—~Nasser

The father’s anger at his powerlessness—ANights of the Jackal
An Arab terrorist about to blow himself up in Executive Decision
Iron Eagle’s materialist Arab leader in gold-embroidered
uniform

Hamada peering at female students through a hole in

the classroom wall—The Closed Doors

20
30
35
38
40
51
53
59
66
75

93
94

96
128
133
133
137
145
176

181

189






Acknowledgments

I would like to thank Paula Saukko for her valuable advice that resonates
throughout this book; my editor at [.B.Tauris, Philippa Brewster, without
whose belief this book would not have been written; Naomi Sakr for her
ongoing encouragement; John Ellis for his help in making this book happen;
Annabelle Sreberny and Ziauddin Sardar for opening up this space for me;
and my supportive family in the UK and Lebanon, especially my father
Hekmat El-Khatib, who never objected to being summoned to selflessly
help me research this book throughout the six years it took to materialize.
I would also like to thank Yabous Productions, Rashid Masharawi, Neil
Smith, and Zahera Harb for their assistance.

Finally, I would like to thank the British Academy for a grant to
present the Introduction, “Orientalism and the Cinematic Middle East”, at
the MESA conference in 2005.

Part of Chapter I appeared as “The Politics of Space: The Spatial
Manifestations of Representing Middle Eastern Politics in American and
Egyptian Films.” In Visual Communication, February 2004, Vol. 3, issue 1,
pp- 69-90.

Part of Chapter II appeared as “The Orient and its Others: Women
as Tools of Nationalism in Political Egyptian Cinema.” In Women and Media
in the Middle East, edited by Naomi Sakr, pp. 72—88 (London: [.B.Tauris,
2004).

Part of Chapter IV appeared as “Nationalism and Otherness:
The Representation of Islamic Fundamentalism in Egyptian Cinema.”
In European Journal of Cultural Studies, January 2006, Vol. 9, issue 1, pp.
63-80.






Introduction: Orientalism and
the Cinematic Middle East

The Middle East is at the heart of political debate today. With the events of
September 11, 2001, the war on Iraq and shifting American interests in the
on-going Palestinian—Israeli conflict, the Middle East has been perceived
globally as a place of conflict that is no longer confined to its geographical
setting. So while until recently intrinsic details about political matters in the
Middle East were largely confined to a place outside the immediate Western
imagination, today the media across the globe are granting the Middle East
a central position. This applies not only to news coverage, but also to fiction.

Cinema, as a powerful tool of cultural production, stands at the heart
of representation of the modern Middle East. One of the most salient angles
of this representation is cinema’s engagement with the depiction of politics
in the region. This cinematic representation is not confined to Western
cinema industries, like Hollywood. The Arab world has also engaged in the
creation of such cinematic images. Over the last 25 years, both Hollywood
and Arab cinemas have been prolific in producing films revolving around
this theme. While those cinema industries often differ in the stance they
present on various aspects of Middle Eastern politics, there are several
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connections that can be established between them. So while it is important
to examine Hollywood’s representation of the Middle East, with Hollywood
being the most powerful film industry in the world, and with its represen-
tation of the politics of the Middle East forming at least part of people’s
imagination of the region, it is necessary to compare this with how Arabs
represent themselves and Others through cinema. Egyptian cinema, for
instance, is the biggest film industry in the Middle East. Egyptian films are
distributed across the Arab world and are also watched by Arab expatriates
globally. Palestinian cinema has recently emerged as a strong contender in
the Arab world. It has produced a significant number of films that have been
distributed globally and have given Palestine a new voice. Other Arab
countries have also contributed to this cinematic representation, though to
a lesser degree. Syria, Algeria, Lebanon, Morocco, and Tunisia have created
films commenting on various aspects of Middle Eastern politics, from pan-
Arab nationalism to [slamic fundamentalism to the Arab—Israeli conflict and
the Gulf War.

The films made by all those industries, as texts, are therefore produced
by history. Some authors like Conrad have stressed fiction’s salience in
history, by presenting fiction as a closer account of “events” than formal
historical accounts. As he puts it,

Fiction is history, or it is nothing. But it is also more than that; it stands
on firmer ground, being based on the reality of forms and the obser-
vation of social phenomena, whereas history is based on documents,
and the reading of print and handwriting—on second-hand impres-
sion. Thus fiction is nearer truth.

(Conrad 1925, p. 17)

The position taken by this book, however, does not follow Conrad’s
distinction between formal history and history as fiction; it is not concerned
with whether the films represent historical Truth or not. It thus diverges
from ideas on the scientific determinism of history (as “oppressively exterior
to human activity” [Lentricchia 1989, p. 231]) and into examining the
complicated principle of causality. This principle is examined in terms of
not only how the past affects the present, but also how the present affects
the past. The films’ linking of the past and the present then is examined as
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a form of knowledge, ideology, and power relations (Williams and Chrisman
1994). As Lehtonen (2000) puts it, “Context does not exist before . . . the text,
neither does it exist outside of [it]” (p. 111). Moreover, the films do not constitute
a kind of “representation” or “reflection” that is detached from a non-
signifying “reality” or “historical background.” This means that the films, the
cinema industries, and political events all form part of a reality characterized
by power/knowledge relations (Pecora 1989). The book thus follows
Edward Said’s (1993) contention in Culture and Imperialism, where he argues
that narrative is the site in which struggle takes place, where people assert
their identity and the existence of their history.

The films analyzed in this book cover the last 25 years—from 1980
till 2005—a period marked by several salient events in the political history
of the modern Middle East. The 1980s are bounded by the Iranian Islamic
Revolution in 1979, and are punctuated with events like the Israeli invasion
of Lebanon in 1982, and the attacks against a group of American marines
in Beirut in 1983. The decade saw divisions among Arabs, triggered by
Egyptian president Anwar Sadat’s signing of the Camp David Accords in
1978. The 1980s also saw an increase in PLO engagement in various anti-
Israeli activities, including the hijacking of airplanes. Plane hijacking was
also practiced by Lebanese Islamist groups (Hizbullah and Amal), such as
the hijacking of the TWA flight in 1985. The Palestinian intifada started in
1987, and with it Hamas and other Islamic fundamentalist groups inside
and outside Palestine started or took advantage of the situation to intensify
their activities. The eruption of the Gulf War in 1989 re-established the
United States’ control in the region. In 1993, Islamic fundamentalists
planted a bomb in the World Trade Center, and their increasing influence
in the Middle East and beyond has made them a force not to be ignored
by the United States, which saw [slamic fundamentalism as a direct threat.
This has reached its peak with the events of September 11, 2001. Finally,
throughout the past two and a half decades, the Arab-Israeli conflict has
continued, in various forms, with efforts towards peace being put in place
and not quite realized.

More often than not, the films analyzed have concerned themselves
with the salient political issues of the time, and therefore cannot be
discussed in isolation from this historical framework. As Foucault argues,
“[a]ny discourse, whatever it be, is constituted by a set of utterances which
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are produced each in its place and time” (1979, p. 19). The films’ relationship
with history is subjective. This means that the same historical event is given
different, often contradictory, interpretations in Hollywood and Arab
cinemas. Perhaps the most salient example is the Arab-Israeli conflict,
with Palestinian resistance interpreted as mere terrorism (or, at best, a
“revolution”) in Hollywood, while it is portrayed sympathetically in Arab
cinemas. A similar point can be made about Hollywood’s representation of
Islamic fundamentalism, where fundamentalism is conflated with terrorism
on one hand and with Islam on the other hand. This is contrasted with how
Egyptian and Algerian cinemas portray fundamentalism from other angles
(social, personal) ignored by Hollywood, and their distinction between Islam
and the extremism of Islamic fundamentalism. The 1973 October War is
represented as a threat to American oil interests in Hollywood, but as a
celebrated victory in Egyptian cinema. The analysis thus pays attention to
the various Truths constructed in the context of history by the films. The
book’s highlighting of the different ways historical events are represented
destabilizes fixed interpretations of those events. This denaturalizes the
various binaries the films present (East versus West, barbaric versus
civilized), and shows how the Truths constructed by each side about the
Self and Others are produced by specific historical contexts (Saukko 2003).
Therefore, the book highlights not only how history can be read differently
from different angles, but also how history can be written differently from
different angles. The films are thus shown to present alternative histories
that are rooted in the political agendas of each side, and that aim at the
construction of alternative futures for the United States and the Arab world
respectively (Clifford 1997b).

In this context, it is important to go beyond familiar discourse on the
representation of the Middle East in cinema. This familiar discourse has
often located this representation within the framework of Orientalism. While
it is important to study how the West represents the East, it is even more
crucial to see how the “Orient” represents itself. Comparing Hollywood’s
and Arab cinemas’ engagement in filming the modern Middle East both
affirms and disturbs the focus on Western dominance often witnessed
in discourses on the East. Moreover, juxtaposing Hollywood with Arab
cinemas establishes a link between discourses of the “West” and those
of the “East.” This breaks away from the more common frameworks of
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victimization or celebration of the “East” as well as from the analysis of
regional cinemas in isolation.

It is impossible to ignore the contribution of Edward Said’s 1978 book
Orientalism to current discourse on the cinematic Middle East. Said’s work
shows how Orientalism implies that there exists a primordial difference
between the West and the East. This constructed difference has been
implanted in relations of power between the West and the East, whereby
the first dominates the second, and where the East is constructed as the
West’s Other and the source of its identity. Thus the West uses the East,
perceived in terms of lack and inferiority, to form its superior identity.
Orientalist discourse uses this argument to justify the West’s control over
the East, portraying the East as in need of Western dominance and
definition as it is incapable of defining itself.

Said (1978) looks at Orientalism as a multifaceted discourse charac-
terized by four major ideas which he calls “dogmas of Orientalism.” First,
there is an absolute and systematic difference between the Orient (irrational,
undeveloped, inferior) and the West (rational, developed, superior). Thus,
the West defines itself as the opposite of the Orient. In the 1999 American
film The Mummy, for example, Egyptian Arabs are comically portrayed as
ignorant, cowardly, and barbaric (for instance, being referred to as “smelly
like camels”), while American characters in contrast are portrayed as
“civilized” (being composed, acting logically and bravely in the face of a
mummy that accidentally comes back to life). The West is portrayed not
only as the diametrical opposite of the East, but also as its protector and its
carer. This can be seen in the film Three Kings, for instance, where American
soldiers rescue Iraqi civilians from their Iraqi suppressors. Moreover, the
Orient is constructed in terms of lack (of power, morals). This is portrayed
in several Hollywood films depicting Arab terrorism, such as Hostage, in
which we see an Arab plane hijacker not only raping an American female
flight attendant, but also killing a mother on board the plane who is trying
to shield her son from the terrorist’s violence. At the end of the film the Arab
terrorists are eventually captured by an American hero, suggesting the
terrorists’ ultimate lack of power. In this way Orientalism fetishizes the Other,
reducing him/her to a set of essentialist variables that are often contradictory.

Second, abstractions about the Orient are preferable to direct evidence
(Said 1978). Orientalism has lumped the non-West into one large entity,
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disregarding the vast differences among non-Western cultures, in terms of
religion, social structure, and values, thereby creating a fictional monolithic
Orient. Edward Said sees this phenomenon as a way of maintaining the
superiority of the West over the East. Said argues that the mere fact of using
the terminology “Orient versus Occident,” presenting the two as being
endpoints on the pole of analysis, results in widening the gap between them:
“the Oriental becomes more Oriental, the Westerner more Western” (Said
1978, p. 46). He argues that such terminology does not “correspond to . . .
[a] stable reality that exists as a natural fact” (Said 1978, p. 331). One
example of the monolithic Orient is the concept of Arabia—that all Arab
countries are uniform and poised against the West. This is reflected in a
number of Hollywood films depicting the Middle East, whereby Arab
characters are not assigned a particular nationality or even a particular
Arabic accent or dialect, as seen in True Lies for example.

Said presents the third dogma as the idea that the Orient is eternal,
uniform, and incapable of defining itself, and that therefore a generalized
Western vocabulary to describe the Orient is “scientifically objective” (Said
1978, p. 301). This is another way by which the West tries to justify
its hegemony over the East. By giving something the status of scientific
truth, one is actually making it unchallengeable. This denies any kind of
resistance to such a notion. This is again seen in films like The Mummy
(1999), where the cinema of mystery (mummies coming back to life) is
mixed with “realism” (casting one of the leading characters—a British
woman—as an expert on Egyptology; using authentic-looking scenery).
This use of authenticity corresponds with Lant’s argument on photographs
of the East; he argues that images “taken outside Europe and exhibited
within Europe [the West, generally] functioned as symbols for taking
possession and could thereby assuage the ‘irresistible desire for spaces to
conquer’” (1997, p. 77).

Finally, the Orient is something to be feared or controlled. This is
perhaps best presented in the American film The Siege (1998), where the
Orient is both feared (through the association of Arabs with American-
threatening Islamic fundamentalist terrorism) and controlled (the American
army declaring martial law in New York and placing all Arabs in camps
until terrorists are found). Thus, Said states that the relationship between
the Orient and the Occident is that of domination and hegemony, and it
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“is hegemony . . . that gives Orientalism . . . durability and strength” (Said
1978, p. 7).

Said further argues that Orientalism is characterized by how “the . . .
[Orientalist] writes about, whereas the [Oriental] is written about” (1978,
p- 308). “Writing” refers to how it is the West that creates discourse about
the East, and not vice versa. The Orient is thus constructed as a silent Other,
an object that is incapable of defining or representing itself, and that is
therefore in need of Western subjectivity. This objectification is also seen
in how the Orient is presented as “a metaphor for sexuality,” namely
through the portrayal of Oriental women. These women are often shown
to be veiled and yet exposed, such as the scene in the 1995 movie Don Juan
de Marco where all 1,500 wives of the sultan gather naked in a Turkish bath.
Ella Shohat argues that “this process of exposing the female Other . . .
[allegorizes] the Western masculinist power of possession, that she, as a
metaphor for her land, becomes available for Western penetration and
knowledge” (Shohat 1997b, pp. 32-33).

This brings us to the issue of representation. According to Said,
Orientalism has created a representation of the Orient which serves to
justify the actions of the Occident. Applying that to cinema, one may argue
that the representation of Arabs in Hollywood films is a creation aimed at
preserving the status quo of the United States as a world policeman
controlling, among others, Arabs and Arab countries. Said says that

the representation of other societies and peoples involved an act
of power by which images of them were in a sense created by the
Western observer who constructed them as peoples and societies to
be ruled and dominated, not as objects to be understood passively,
objectively or academically.

(Said 1987, quotation from the original English typescript)

Said (1993) sees the position of the United States as unique in this context.
As he puts it, “all cultures tend to make representations of foreign cultures
... to master or in some way control them. Yet not all cultures make
representations of foreign cultures and in fact master or control them”
(1993, p. 120). Hollywood can be seen as an ideological tool that maintains
American domination in world politics.
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While Orientalism is important as a framework for understanding the
workings of the East/West divide, it carries several shortcomings, which
have triggered an intellectual debate outlining this criticism. First, as Porter
(1994) and Windschuttle (1999) argue, Said implies the uniformity of
Orientalist discourse over time and hence makes “nonsense of history”
(Porter 1994, p. 152). Porter argues that, when social and historical differ-
ences are transformed into universal differences, when, for example, moral
difference is constructed as inferiority, we fail to look at hegemony as
“process.” Hegemony is not fixed; it manifests itself in fluid forms which
maintain its existence. Thus we can see the cinematic Otherness of Arabs
surviving through its transformation from being about the womanizer/
seducer of the 1920s in films like The Sheik, to being about the terrorist of
today.

Second, Landow (2002) adds that Said’s discourse makes generaliza-
tions about the Orient when it is focused on the Middle East. This view is
shared by Kerr (1980), who argued that Said’s conclusions are limited and
therefore cannot be generalized as applying to the whole of what he defines
as the “Orient.” Third, Said’s view on Orientalism implies that the West is
ideologically uniform. Porter (1994) argues that the hegemonic unity
perceived by Said in Orientalist discourse blinds him to the heterogeneity
of such discourse and the possibility that this discourse itself contains
ideological contradictions. This can, for example, be applied to the ambiva-
lence experienced in American foreign policy as portrayed in the Hollywood
films analyzed in this book. On one hand, the United States has taken what
seems like a tough disciplinary stance, illustrated in films like Navy Seals,
where military action is America’s preferred method of maintaining world
order. On the other hand, with the New World Order, the United States has
had to justify its military action as being about rescue rather than
conquering. Films about the Gulf War, In the Army Now and Three Kings,
illustrate this by portraying American military presence in the Gulf as a
rescue mission.

Fourth, Porter (1994) moves to saying that Said’s discourse eliminates
the possibility of the existence of resistance or counterhegemonic practices
within Western discourse. While Hollywood, as analyzed in this book,
appears to have adopted an Othering stance towards politics in the Middle
East, we should not assume, to emphasize a point by Sardar and Davies
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(2003), that that is the only stance projected from the United States through
cinema in particular and popular culture in general. Examples that spring
to mind are Michael Moore’s documentaries Bowling for Columbine and
Fahrenheit 9/11, and Bill Hicks’s stand-up comedy shows, which have often
been televised and sold on video. Those products, in addition to various
others, from books to music, challenge dominant American discourse on
the Middle East. Therefore, while this book concerns itself with Hollywood,
it is important to bear the limitation of this selection in mind.

Fifth, another complication in Said’s discussion of Orientalism is
the idea that the West writes while the Orient is written about. In the first
place, this view implies that Western colonialism is unique, and therefore
disregards how colonialism may be exercised by the East as well (like the
Ottoman Empire) (Landow 2002). In the second place, not only does
focusing solely on the West’s depiction of the East enforce the notion of the
East as an object, but such a totalizing notion also eliminates any chance
of resistance by the non-West. This complicates arguments such as Sardar’s,
where he states that “Western culture has always been obsessed with
representation” (1998, p. 28). Western culture has had a history of placing
the East as the object of the gaze, but this does not deny the active role
of the non-West in engaging in representation itself. However, while this
book shows how the East is also capable of representation (whether of the
Self or the Other), it does not infer that the East is “innocent.” Halliday
(1995) agues that the Middle East is as much responsible for perpetuating
myths as the “West” is. Halliday warns about the existence of what he calls

” «

“Eastoxification,” “the uncritical reproduction of myths about the region in
the name of anti-imperialism” (1995, p. 214). The non-West therefore has
the capability of looking at the West as an Other as well (as demonstrated
by the Egyptian film Hello America, for example, which demonizes the
United States as a land of crime and immorality). As Porter (1994) argues,
this point unsettles subject/object binaries by alternating who is cast on
each side of the binary.

Finally, underlying Said’s discourse on Orientalism is the assumption
of the East’s innocence, not only in relation to the West as mentioned above,
but, perhaps more importantly, in the context of the Orient itself (Ahmad
1994). Said’s discourse on Orientalism discusses in great detail how the
West sees the East as an Other, but it does not examine—though it
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recognizes—the vast differences and conflicts that exist within the East
itself. By this I mean that, although Said did mention that the Orient is not
an Orient (as discussed earlier), he did not take his discussion further. He
did not look at how there are power struggles within the Orient itself, and
how these power struggles have represented a logic that is not so different
from that of Orientalism. The Orient encompasses various socio-economic,
gender, and political stratifications that Said’s theory does not pay attention
to (Landow 2002). These power struggles demonstrate how each side in a
struggle views the rest as Others. Within the Arab world, for example, Arab
countries have often engaged in struggles among themselves, and tensions
and attempts at domination have existed among several countries until
today.

Applied to cinema, those shortcomings have meant that, while a
significant number of Orientalism-based studies have been conducted on
representations of the Middle East and the politics behind them, the number
of studies done on the way the Middle East represents itself cinematically,
namely the way it represents politics, is comparatively infinitesimal. This
does not mean that the Middle East has not engaged in such cinematic
activities. Part of the problem lies in the culture of victimization that has
spread across the Middle East, and that has catalyzed several projects on
the stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims, but has turned a blind eye to the
other side of the formula. Paradoxically, this has meant that those studies
have involuntarily sustained the legacy of Orientalism, by fixing the Middle
East as defenseless and objectified. This has also meant that the gap
between the “East” and the “West” has been maintained. To sum up, the
issue of “us” versus “them” is far more complicated than any theory can
summarize. For within the “them” there could be several more “thems.”
And certainly any attempt at analyzing the East versus West issue that starts
with assuming that the East (or the West) is “struggle free” is romanticizing
and simplistic. We need to examine how both sides have engaged in
representation and in constructing the Other, and how this representation
is part of a broader nationalist/resistant agenda.

In what follows, I will therefore be examining how Middle Eastern
politics is represented in 70 American and Arab films. The research covers
virtually all the Hollywood films from 1980 till 2005 about the subject—
23 films in total—while most of the analysis of Arab cinemas focuses on
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Egyptian cinema, as this industry has been the most prolific in producing
films about Middle Eastern politics, releasing around 24 films about the
subject in the last 25 years. Palestinian cinema, though a young cinema
compared to Egypt’s, is fast establishing itself as an important contender in
the region, producing a significant number of feature films representing the
Palestine issue, 12 of which are analyzed in this research (as it has been
difficult to obtain copies of or to view some of the others, like Kassem
Hawal’s Return to Haifa [1980], considered to be the first Palestinian feature
film ever made, and Rashid Masharawi’s Haifa [1990]). The rest of the Arab
cinemas have produced a few relevant films, which are examined in this
research: three films each from Syria and Tunisia (the latter including
two short films released as segments in the multi-directed The Gulf War
... What Next?); two films each from Algeria and Lebanon (one of the latter’s
again being part of the above collection of shorts); and one film from
Morocco, also released as part of The Gulf War . .. What Next? Therefore,
although the word “cinema” is used to refer to the films from different
countries, it is important to recognize that the films do not always represent
industries as a whole, and do not necessarily reflect the Arab world as a
region. Furthermore, a number of Arab cinemas have not engaged or have
limited their engagement with the politics of the Middle East because of
censorship, the desire to avoid sensitive issues, the concern with attracting
wide audiences, or industry limitations (for example, there are no cinema
industries to speak of in most of the Arab Gulf). The analysis poses a number
of questions: How do the representations of aspects of Middle Eastern
politics differ between the different cinemas, and how do they converge?
Taking into consideration the global transparency of Hollywood narratives,
what challenges do Arab cinemas produce in their representations of the
same issues covered by Hollywood? How are the representations of
the various political issues covered by the films linked to their countries’
national agendas?

Much of the political debate on the Middle East revolves around
space. Space in this context is not only part of people’s identity, but also a
dynamic tool often utilized to define the identity of nations. Chapter I
analyzes the different ways the films construct and understand space in the
context of Middle Eastern politics. Hollywood’s relationship with space—
a relationship about mastery, mirroring America’s “from above” approach
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to Middle Eastern politics—is contrasted with the Arab films’ more intimate
portrayal of space, where conflicts are more localized and closer to home.
Thus space is explored as both a physical and a mental/imagined/lived
entity. Through analysis of issues like the representation of the Arab—Israeli
conflict and Islamic fundamentalism in the films and their spatial manifes-
tations, it is demonstrated that political space is not a matter of core versus
periphery, where “we” reside within a space and “they” outside it; rather,
old boundaries have been erased while new ones have been (re)drawn.

Chapter II discusses gender as a tool of nationalism across the films.
The chapter explores gender representations of Arab countries and the
United States in their respective cinemas. The Egyptian films construct a
mother/whore binary where the Egyptian nation is symbolized by whole-
some femininity, while sexually aloof women are used to symbolize the
foreign enemy: Israel and the United States. At the same time, Algerian and
Egyptian films use gender as a mark of modernity, the latter symbolizing
the oppression of Islamic fundamentalism through the representation
of silent, veiled women while highlighting fundamentalism’s immorality
through depicting the hypocrisy of Islamic fundamentalist men in their
relations with women in general. In contrast, the films present images of
modern, active women who symbolize the modern face of Egypt and
Algeria. Palestinian cinema, on the other hand, links the liberation of the
country with that of women. Hollywood constructs the American nation as
male. There has been a historical/political shift in the way this male has
been imagined, moving from the image of the virile, statuesque male in the
1980s that constructs the American nation as the world policeman, to
the image of the “new man” in the 1990s and beyond, where the United
States is placed as a tough yet caring global force. Essential Arab enemies
are also represented as male in the Hollywood films, making the conflict
between the United States and Arab countries in the films one between
masculinities. The lack of communication between the imaginations of the
United States and the Arab countries and their Others in their respective
cinemas is demonstrated.

Chapters I1] and IV analyze the three main political themes portrayed
in the films: the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Gulf War, and Islamic fundamen-
talism. Those themes are analyzed not only because most of the films focus
on them, but also because they form the core of Middle Eastern politics
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throughout the historical period covered by the study. Chapter III focuses
on the representation of the Arab-Israeli conflict and, to a lesser extent, the
Gulf War in the films. It explores Hollywood’s construction of the Arab—
Israeli conflict as an ethnic one, where Israelis and Palestinians are portrayed
as clashing ethnic groups fighting over the same homeland, while largely
ignoring the oppression of Palestinians by Israeli settlers. The role of the
United States is represented in the films as a godfather aiming at restoring
peace in the region, and therefore as a superior political actor. This is
compared with the Egyptian, Syrian, and Palestinian cinemas’ focus on the
plight of Palestinians on one hand, and the role of Syria and Egypt as Arab
leaders within the conflict on the other hand. The resurrection of pan-
Arabism in this context transforms the latter’s films into an ironic statement
that ignores Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel. In this sense, the various
sides’ representations of the conflict ultimately serve nationalist agendas,
emphasizing the role of the United States as a world leader on one hand,
and that of Egypt and Syria as crucial Arab players on the other hand. The
limited representation of the Gulf War in Arab cinemas is also discussed as
an example further destabilizing the ideal of pan-Arab nationalism.

Arab culture has often become a synonym for Islamic fundamentalism
in contemporary Western culture, from films to news to social theory.
Chapter IV focuses on the representation of Islamic fundamentalism in the
films. Islamic fundamentalism is examined not as a “reaction” to global-
ization and its discontents, but as being global in itself and bearing its own
“discontents.” Egypt, Algeria, and the United States have both different
and convergent points of view on these “discontents,” constructing Islamic
fundamentalism as an enemy yet configuring this enemy differently. So
while Hollywood seems to create/reflect the idea of Islam/Arabism/Middle
East as terrorism, Egyptian and Algerian cinemas present a more complex
and psychological view of Islamic fundamentalism. Islamic fundamentalism
is thus presented as the prime manifestation of the complexity of power
relations in the Middle East as highlighted by the films. Its Otherness
status makes it not only an enemy to the West, but also a threat to national
integrity in Egypt and Algeria. It thus shows that the Orient’s Others do not
come only from the outside, but that the Orient can also exclude elements
of “itself” as an Other as well, therefore taking us beyond a simplistic East/
West divide.






The Politicized Landscape

Why space matters

Much of the political debate in the Middle East revolves around space.
Space, both physical and imagined, is not only part of the identity of people,
but also a dynamic tool often utilized to define the identity of nations.
As Lefebvre argues, “space is produced by social relations that it also
reproduces, mediates, and transforms” (Natter and Jones 1997, p. 148).
Space thus is constantly in flux and carries multiple meanings. It is not a
given, a neutral stage upon which history is played out. It is part of history
and culture, constantly being defined and redefined. In other words, space
is a cultural process through which “pasts erupt into the present” (Gregory
1997, p. 228). There has been a considerable degree of conflict over space
and, indeed, (re)defining space is an act of power (this has most obviously
been seen in the mapping done by Europe on other parts of the world).
Cinematic representation of space is here analyzed as an example of
the exercise of power. The ways different cinemas understand space are
different. While Hollywood seems to attempt to use space as the stage upon
which political conflicts are fought, i.e. space as background, Arab cinemas
pay more attention to the way space is part of political conflicts, i.e. space
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as foreground. The term “background” here is not used to imply that space
in Hollywood has no meaning; rather, the term is used to indicate that
space in those films plays a secondary, or a supplementary, role to that of
“historical” (or action) events. This view of space as background is an
example of the obsession with history as “playwright” (Carter 1995, p. 375)
as pointed out by Soja and Foucault. Carter (1995) argues that this reduction
of space to a stage is an illustration of what he calls imperial history, a history
that ignores the lived experiences of space by the people who inhabit it.
Most of the American films analyzed belong to the action genre, a
genre characterized by a masculine, open space. Hollywood’s relationship
with space here is one about mastery, relying heavily on open, wide, and
aerial shots of action occurring outdoors. On the other hand, the Arab films
are dramas and melodramas. The Egyptian melodramas are largely confined
to feminine, indoor spaces. The rest of the Arab films look at space, whether
indoors or outdoors, from the inside. It is a much more intimate portrayal
of space. This use of space is parallel to the ways the two sides deal with
the various political issues involved. Thus, America’s approach to Middle
Eastern politics as portrayed in the films is from “above,” suggesting mastery
over the politics and over the Other regions where the conflicts are played
out. It parallels the United States’ constantly expanding political frontiers.
The Arab countries’ approach, on the contrary, is one from “below,” where
the conflicts are naturally more localized and physically closer to home.
This empirical analysis aims at problematizing the representation of
space in the cinemas. Space often passes unnoticed in cinema, becoming
naturalized and/or fixed in our imagination as a given. The analysis will
“denaturalize” space through contrasting the cinemas’ use of space and how
that is related to the films’ political nature. The cinemas’ use of space, while
not necessarily oppositional, reflects different approaches to common
political issues. The spatial manifestations of representing Middle Eastern
politics thus underscore the countries’ divergent political agendas.

Space, identity, and culture

Space is a question of power (Foucault 1970). Where once the colonizers’
representation of the Other landscape was an example of knowledge as



THE POLITICIZED LANDSCAPE ]_ 7

power, through practices like travel writing, mapping, and naming, the films’
portrayal of space is a more recent, yet parallel, illustration. Films enable
the criticism and the reordering of the geographical imaginations of the
world (Lury and Massey 1999). In doing so, films can create space as well
as deny it. The films analyzed here represent and classify space in different
ways, but the inherent similarity in both the American and the Arab films
is the importance of the role that space plays in the construction of national
identities and in fighting political battles.

The main idea to remember when analyzing space is that space is
not fixed; its dynamic representation in the films is an example of how space
is constantly in the process of being produced (Lefebvre 1991). This
means that space is “an active component of constructing, maintaining,
and challenging social order” (Liggett 1995, p. 245). Moreover, space itself
is a cultural construction. The meanings of a space are based on the
social power structure of the culture representing those meanings (Rose
1992). Space becomes a question of difference, where differences between
cultures/spaces are socially constructed (Soja and Hooper 1993). The
concept of space as difference draws attention to the instability of space
and how it is differently configured by different people in order to affirm
different identities. Space is not just a tool for constructing identities; it is
here that spaces become places that have personalities that are part of the
people’s identities (Nietschmann 1993). Space thus is contested. The same
space that is a source of identity for one group (for example Palestinian land
for the Israelis) is used as a point of differentiation from Others (Pales-
tinians), while it is also a source of identity for those same Others. The same
applies to Islamic fundamentalists in Egypt and Algeria. Cairo and Algiers,
for example, are physical and cultural centers for the actions of the
countries’ moderates, but they are the same spaces that host their Others.
In this way, we can no longer speak of perceived or conceived space
(Lefebvre 1991) in uniform ways. It is no longer a matter of core versus
periphery, where the “us” reside within the space and the “them” outside
it. For we are speaking about the same space here. The issue is that this
space is constructed subjectively as place. Space thus is not an object of
discourse that is spoken for (by the films, by the people [re]claiming it) and
that does not represent itself (as argued by Beauregard 1995). Space is
dynamic and demands attention.
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Hence we cannot speak of an “abstract” landscape or space without
also paying attention to its “lived” constituents (Lefebvre 1991). This has
prompted Sauer to formulate the term “cultural landscape” (in Hirsch 1995,
p- 9). This is because a study of space cannot be reduced to “an empirical
notion of objects-in-space” (Shields 1997, p. 186). In other words, it is
important to examine space not only as material but also as a socially
produced system of representation “through which that materiality both
embeds and conveys social meaning” (Natter and Jones 1997, p. 151).
Moreover, if we are to argue that all places have an identity, we should
pay attention to the location of this identity not only in a larger social
and historical framework (Soja 1996), but also within a framework of
other spaces’ identities. Morley (1999) explains that we should not turn to
separate, internalized histories in order to discern the identity of places (as,
[ argue, in the Hollywood films), but rather see a place’s uniqueness as “a
point of intersection in a wider network of relations” (p. 157). This does not
refer to understanding place as antagonistic to other places, but as linked
to them. The Other place here is not seen as a threat from which a place
should be protected, but as forming part of the identity of the place. This
challenges existing dichotomies about inside/outside, center and periphery,
because the line between the two is hard to define. This is perhaps best
illustrated in bell hooks’s (1990) ideas about margins, in her book Yearning.
She argues that, when the people on the margin actively engage with the
center and the margin at the same time (by that I mean recognizing
the political complexities of the relation between margin and center and
trying to make sense of it), i.e. when the margin becomes a site of resistance,
it no longer is an Other space. This is because the notion Other invokes
objectification; hooks undoes the inside/outside binary by arguing that the
margin can also be empowering.

Hollywood’s spatial political stage

In his book Orientalism, Edward Said introduces the term “imagined
geographies” (1978, p. 55) to denote (to borrow a phrase from Driver and
Rose 1992, p. 4) the “maps of meaning” that colonizers created to make
sense of Other land(s) like the Middle East. In this sense, countries become
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subjective creations (Freeman 1999). Yet the colonizers’ view was that their
imagined geographies were scientific and objective (as in the writings of
Mary Kingsley; see Blunt 1994a and 1994b). Hollywood’s representation
of Other spaces does not diverge greatly from this path. The Middle Eastern
Other spaces represented in Hollywood are political and ideological,
yet viewed from a distance that invokes a sense of objectivity. This is
established through the use of various camera shots that in turn constitute
space in this particular way: aerial shots, wide-angle shots, radar views,
“targeting” views, penetration views, and panning shots. The different
camera shots in turn construct the Other space in various forms: as an
object, as a target, as wilderness, as an urban jungle, and as a barrier/border
to be crossed. In what follows, I will examine each of those forms with
reference to the particular films analyzed.

Imagining the landscape

Objectifying the Other space

Our first experience of San’a in Rules of Engagement is a feeling of floating
over the city. Masses of solemn houses, yellowish in the twilight, appear
suddenly on the screen and jerk us from Wake Island in the Indian Ocean
to Yemen. We soon realize that the view we are seeing is that of the
American marines arriving in helicopters after a Yemeni terrorist attack on
the American embassy in San’a. The helicopters’ descent upon the city
recalls the opening of Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, where the first thing
we see is an aerial view from Hitler’s plane as it flies over and comes down
on Germany. Just like Hitler is positioned as God, the American marines’
spatial representation bestows upon them an element of glory. At the same
time, this representation invokes a sense of mastery over the Other land-
scape. The Other landscape is thus objectified by the American gaze. This
scientific gaze denies a representation of the intricacies of the Other space,
and hence its “lived” aspects. Keiller comments:

the higher we ascend . . . the more we can see, but the less we know
about events beneath . . . it seems that it is the things that we don’t
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Figure I American helicopters descend on Yemen—Rules of Engagement

see that are most important to the depiction of spatial experience in
the films.
(1982, p. 48)

The invocation of American mastery is also established through the
use of the radar view as seen in /ron Eagle. The film presents several images
of American fighter plane radar screens depicting computerized images
of Other landscapes that are intercut with aerial shots of the Arab deserts
below. The opening sequence of The Siege, a film depicting Islamic funda-
mentalist terrorism in the heart of the USA, contains images of radar screens
monitoring the movement of an Islamic fundamentalist sheikh’s car in the
Saudi desert. The radar view shots do not depict the car in its actual form,
but rather as a point in motion on the radar screen. As if to validate the
radar’s view, shots of the sophisticated radar screen are intercut with shots
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of the Mercedes as it glides through the sand dunes of the expansive Saudi
desert. High angle shots of the car moving in the arid land from the right-
to the left-hand side of our screen further establish the car and the sheikh,
who is meant to represent Osama bin Laden, as objects of American
scientific scrutiny. Blunt (1994a) sees this surveillance as an act of authority.
The Siege’s spatial depiction of this mastery is then twofold. First is the
above-mentioned surveillance; second is the enabling of a physical pene-
tration of the desert, with American spies having gone through the desert
to set up a trap to capture the sheikh. In this sense, the unknown Other
space is defined in terms of lack (of power) (Massey 1993), which legitimates
control over the landscape (Rose 1992).

Targeting the Other space

Sometimes the Other space is represented as a target. This is particularly
seen in situations where American soldiers go into Other countries/
landscapes. Navy Seals, a film where American marine troops are summoned
to Lebanon to rescue a load of American missiles from the hands of militants,
is an illustration. The film emphasizes the superiority of the American Seals
over the Lebanese militias in the various fight sequences. The fighting takes
place in Beirut, depicted as not much more than a mass of rubble and a
shambles. Beirut is meant to function as a generally passive background in
the film, where the Americans victoriously encounter the Lebanese militias.
Seals penetrate the unknown landscape, hiding behind crumbling walls as
they shoot their enemy. In their search for the missiles, they break into
warehouses, slamming the doors open, and examining the space from every
angle. The camera follows the soldiers as they go in, pans their angered
faces, and lingers on the damage caused by their urgent search. When the
soldiers shoot, the camera takes their side and portrays their targeting point
of view. The Seals’ bullets hit their targets, but also penetrate the urban
landscape, adding to its existing symptoms of war: bomb and bullet holes
penetrating everything, the walls, the buildings, even the roads. The space
may be a background in the story, but it does carry with it the horrific
aspects of war. The film does not explain how or why the missiles got to
Lebanon. The focus remains on the pleasure derived from action sequences
and on glorifying America (with the Seals finally succeeding in their mission).
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The conflict could have been anywhere, and the narrative is a classic one
about the fight between good and evil.

Yet the space need not always be visually present to be targeted.
Sometimes targeting is invoked in the unseen. An illustration of this is found
in Courage under Fire, a film depicting the quest of an American colonel to
find out whether a pilot killed during the Gulf War deserves the Medal of
Honor for her courage. Iraq during the Gulf War in the film is never given
the privilege of a mid shot or closer. Instead, we see hazy images of arid
landscape where fighting is taking place between American and faceless
Iraqi soldiers. That the landscape is at the heart of the conflict seems to
make little difference in the film. Again, the focus is on American heroism,
relegating space to a secondary position. The targeting thus is represented
indirectly, resembling military computer games where the enemy is reduced
to a symbolic representation depicting a “clean war” (Ryan and Kellner
1990).

The ideology of wilderness

One of the most commonly used images of Arabia is that of the desert. The
desert is a classic example of the opposition between nature and science
(Rose 1992), between wilderness and civilization. Sometimes this distinction
is depicted literally, with juxtaposing images of progressive, (sub)urban
space and desolate wilderness (Short 1991). Rules of Engagement heavily
relies on this, with sharp editing that moves between the jungles of Vietnam,
leafy American suburbs and the Yemeni desert. The desert is also used as
a signpost that serves both the narrative and the American political agenda.
It acts as an icon (Nietschmann 1993) that is reduced to a set of transferable
“imaginative associations” (Freeman 1999, p. 58). The narrative is served
because the desert is an example of a classic binary (barbarism versus
civilization); the political agenda is served because the desert is invested
with ideology. It is not only—being “foreign”—a “condition of excitement”
(ibid.), but also a condition of fear. Fear is transposed to the people who
inhabit the desert. They are seen as “native” to the desert, i.e. they are
naturalized as part of the landscape (Gupta and Ferguson 1992), or as a
reflection of what wilderness represents (Short 1991). In In the Army Now,
American soldiers Bones and co. find themselves on a mission in the Libyan
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desert, trying to evict invading Libyans from Chad. The desert is inhabited
by soldiers who are as savage as the land they occupy. Speaking roughly,
dressed roughly, and treating the Americans roughly, they seem to display
the qualities of what is seen as the opposite of civilization, even though they
possess such technological advances as weapons and television (which
they use to get news from CNN). In Into the Sun, the desert is compared to
the American Wild West. After American fighter pilot Shotgun’s plane is
shot down in an “Arabian” desert, he is taken by Bedouins to a military base.
The Bedouins transport Shotgun and his mate Tom Slade in a jeep through
the desert, playing a country music track on the car radio. The Bedouins
sing along “you’re looking at me, you're looking at country” as they refer
to their hostages as “American cowboys.” Here, as Baudrillard explains, the
desert can be associated with the figure of the non-human or anti-human
who is outside the social order (1983; see also Short 1991). Bones and co.
get lost in the desert, and see their situation as being “nowhere” (Schaffer
1994). Arabia as desert is thus denied its privilege as place. It becomes mute
(Freeman 1999), only spoken for by the (cognitive) mapping of the United
States. But perhaps the most striking example is Three Kings, which depicts
the experiences of American soldiers at the end of the Gulf War as they
embark on an accidental rescue mission of Iraqi civilians. The Iraqi people
in the film, fleeing from Saddam and hiding in underground caves, seem to
be enslaved by the land they inhabit (Budley and Safran 1983). The Iraqi
land itself is not seen as the carrier of the Iraqi people’s pain, but rather
as inflicting this pain upon them. This parallels the United States’ stance
towards Iraq after the Gulf War, seeing Saddam Hussein, and not UN
sanctions for example, as the sole cause of his people’s misery.

In contrast with the depiction of the Other wilderness comes that of
the American wilderness. In the American case the attitude is shifted from
one about fear to one about pride. Instead of seeing wilderness as something
to be defeated, it is viewed as something to be preserved and saved. This
concern with environmental conscientiousness is best represented in Power,
where there is a clear shift from focusing on the Other/Arab landscape to
focusing on saving the American landscape from threat by the same Arabs
traditionally associated with the menacing wilderness of Arabia. The film
revolves around political consultant Pete St John, played by Richard Gere,
whose conscience prevents him from supporting the American presidential
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candidate he is supposed to be working for in favor of another “green”
candidate. St John’s concern about the environment in the film is a
reflection of his spiritual growth as an individual and also of the spiritual
growth of the nation he represents. In other words, wilderness here is seen
as a sacred space. Power is a reflection of the Reagan administration era,
where battles were fought (and still are) between environmental and
business and government interests, and where material gain was ultimately
overshadowed by the environment as the most valued prize. Environmental
politicians played on the traditional (and religious) ethic associated with the
countryside to cultivate this new sense of morality in society (Short 1991).

The ideology of the urban

Perhaps the most interesting shift that can be seen in the American films is
the displacement of the condition of wilderness from actual natural settings
to urban ones. In other words, the (Other) city now is portrayed as a
negative space, a modern wilderness or a “concrete jungle” (Short 1991,
p. 26). In many of the films, like Rules of Engagement, Navy Seals, Killing
Streets, Spy Game, and Programmed to Kill, a film about American scientists
implanting a female android amidst Lebanese terrorists in order to eradicate
them, there is a stark contrast between the depiction of scarcely inhabited
American landscape and crowded Arabian landscape (Budley and Safran
1983). The American landscape is usually green (Rules of Engagement) yet
urban (The Siege). Arabia, on the other hand, is a condensed hustle and
bustle of seemingly overlapping houses (Rules of Engagement, Killing Streets),
narrow alleys (The Insider, Programmed to Kill, Spy Game), and graffiti-
covered walls (The Delta Force, Navy Seals). The “difference” of Arab cities
is not represented positively; instead of the cities being portrayed as
“buzzing,” they are depicted as cramped. This suggests a sense of claustro-
phobia and chaos (Naficy 1996) that can be projected upon the Arab
political scene.

The most significant example of the concrete jungle in the films is the
depiction of Beirut. Beirut is similar in the films that depict it: in Killing
Streets, a film about an American man who goes to Beirut to rescue his
marine twin from his Lebanese militia kidnappers, Beirut is a city of
rubble, shabbily veiled women, sandbags, bombed buildings, checkpoints,
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and exploded cars (similar representations can be found in Navy Seals,
Programmed to Kill, Spy Game and The Insider). Spy Game, like The Insider,
uses Beirut as a tool to demonstrate the prowess of American heroes.
Telling the story of two such men, CIA officers Muir and Bishop, the film
illustrates their superior skills through flashbacks depicting them on a
number of missions in places like Vietnam and Beirut. Beirut in the film is
a cliché of rows of men praying outdoors and veiled women, a mayhem of
slums where rooftops are covered with hanging laundry and bird cages, and
where random shooting by militias in jeeps is an everyday activity. The
cityscape is no more than a mass of rubble, its streets covered with rubbish
and burning cars, and its boundaries framed by coils of barbwire. Beirut is
an example of city as crisis (O’Healy 1999). Freeman (1999) speaks of the
internal consistency that occurs throughout films and that utilizes the same
symbolic locations; in the case of Beirut, these have created and consolidated
myths about the city and the people who inhabit it or are linked to it. Beirut
is a city that is “fossilized” (O’Healy 1999, p. 241), its overrepresentation
fixing it as a site of ruin, terror, and chaos. Beirut thus belongs to a system
of fossilized icons often depicted in cinema, like Cairo and the pyramids or
the Arabian desert. This recalls Baudrillard’s notion of simulacrum, where
“codes have superseded signs and . . . the difference between the real and
the reproduction is erased” (quoted in Freeman 1999, pp. 61-62). Beirut
(like Other Arab places) in the films is a bearer of anti-American sentiment,
physically displayed through graffiti. Slogans like “Death to America” are
splashed all over the Arab cities (San’a in Rules of Engagement, Beirut in Navy
Seals and The Delta Force), their foreign ambiguity (as they are written in
Arabic) providing a further sense of threat to a non-Arabic-speaking
audience. The walls of the Beiruti space are thus reflectors of the political
sentiment in the city as portrayed in the films. Beirut is also essentialized as
a place where “normal” life does not seem to exist; the people living in that
space are the fighters and the militias. It almost seems empty of civilians
(the same can be said about San’a in Rules of Engagement, where the apparent
civilians, including women and children, turn out to be anti-American
“terrorists”). In this sense, the films deny Beirut its “lived” existence.
Beirut is an ambivalent space. It is “different,” and this difference
provides an element of anticipation that, when fulfilled, may or may not
bring pleasure (Urry 1990). Often described as the “Switzerland of the
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Orient,” Lebanon had been a tourist site before the Civil War. The Lebanese
landscape, which combines snowy mountains and sandy beaches, had been
a sign of interconnectedness—of seasons and topography and of cultures.
This is evoked in The Delta Force, a film about American rescue of an
American airplane hijacked by Lebanese Islamist militants. A male Israeli
Hizbullah captive in the film is taken to an unknown place in the southern
suburb of Beirut after the flight he was on is hijacked. As he is being dragged
across the city’s streets, the man nostalgically (and rather ironically)
reminisces about the pleasure with which the pre-war Lebanese landscape
had provided him. Lebanon is thus mentally represented as a place that
used to welcome Israelis until it was “taken over” by Hizbullah and other
Islamist groups (though we do not see that place). The result of this takeover
is a radical change of the Lebanese landscape. Now, the country is essen-
tialized as a chaotic mass of rubble. The metaphor “Switzerland of the
Orient” thus becomes more than just about landscape. It carries with it an
ideological meaning that renders Lebanon a Westernized oasis in the middle
of a tumultuous Middle East. The Lebanese landscape thus is politically
charged, with the film displacing the “blame” for the changing face of
Lebanon on to Islamic fundamentalists. The conflict is internalized,
surgically removing the Israeli (foreign) contribution to the effacing of Beirut
in particular and Lebanon in general.

The Other space as a barrier/border to be crossed

The Other landscape in the films is subjected to different acts of authority
by America. Mapping and surveillance are two examples, but perhaps
the most important case is that the Other landscape is often physically
penetrated by the Americans. We see the Americans traveling to Lebanon
in The Delta Force, Killing Streets, Programmed to Kill, and Navy Seals, and to
Iraq in Courage under Fire, Three Kings, and (figuratively) In the Army Now.
Keiller (1982) argues that the penetration of landscape reduces it from space
to object. Being objectified traditionally means that the space can be a site
of either desire (for example in the case of tourism) or fear (in the case of
anti-terrorist military/intelligence action). Penetration by the masculine
American nation can be seen as raping the feminized, weak landscape. But
the Other landscape here is also a barrier to political mastery. It has to be
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crossed, overcome, to ensure American victory; in other words, it has to be
(re)territorialized. This implies three things. First, border/barrier crossing
involves a physical penetration of land and its impregnation with another
culture. Young (1995) explains that this is a seizure of cultural space.
Second, this territorialization by Self over Other can be seen as enlighten-
ment, as the start of civilization and the end of primitivism. Finally, as Young
(1995) puts it, “[c]olonization begins and perpetuates itself through acts of
violence, and calls forth an answering violence from the colonized” (p. 173).
Those three implications can be clearly seen in Three Kings. The mastery
of science over nature is also displayed in Three Kings. At the conclusion of
the Gulf War, American soldiers in the film find themselves rescuing Iraqi
civilians even though that means defying American army orders. The
American scientific mastery over the Other nature is seen in the film’s main
character, Archie, and his mates’ passing through the mountainous land-
scape of the Iraq/Iran border in order to deliver the Iraqi civilians to safety.
Mountains are traditionally viewed as the most inaccessible parts of land-
scape (Short 1991), and so conquering them infuses the American soldiers
with power over the Other landscape and consequently over the people
who inhabit it. The film is full of images of American military vehicles and
soldiers roaming the desert. When it ends with crossing the Iraqgi border
and with the Americans reincarnated as saviors of the oppressed Iraqi
civilians, America’s political frontiers are further expanded. Frederick
Jackson Turner argued that the elimination of frontiers is “the significant
fact in the American identity” (Turner 1963, quoted in Short 1991, p. 93).
The American identity is thus viewed as one projected externally, an all-
embracing identity that seeks to better the Other landscapes and their
people. This is reflected in American foreign policy (Williams 1972), from
Vietnam to the Gulf War to the Arab—Israeli conflict.

The American presence in Iraq is portrayed as bringing with it a
new hope that is carried forward the further the soldiers move into and
appropriate the Iraqi land. They bring with them physical prowess as well
as humanity, and give the Iraqi people a chance of survival away from their
primitive caves. Needless to say, the American presence involves a degree
of violence, but the violence here is depicted as being directed at the Iraqi
oppressors rather than at the oppressed Iragi civilians. Cultural violence is
glossed over through the depiction of a member of the American squad
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praying with the Iraqgis in one of the caves. But the film cannot hide its self-
aggrandizement. The camera works with the American soldiers as they
cross the Iraqi barrier, with cameras placed on army vehicles traveling
through the desert, allowing us to see the landscape unfold in front of our
eyes and giving us a taste of the American sense of mastery. The camera
also travels on ground level with the soldiers. This is not to give a sense of
empathy with the land (by not objectifying it from above, for example), but
to give that empathy to the soldiers as they explore unknown landscape.

Penetrating the American landscape

The threat of the Other is not confined to foreign lands. Sometimes the
threat happens at home. This is seen in Executive Decision, Hostage, and The
Delta Force, where home is transported on to airplanes carrying American
passengers, and The Siege and True Lies, where terrorist activities are carried
out in New York and Florida. The depiction of terrorism on board airplanes
is obviously inspired by actual hijacking events in the 1980s (like the case
of the TWA flight in 1985). But the cinematic portrayal is interesting because
it invokes a sense of urgency and claustrophobia that is more clearly
represented here than in any other kind of space. This can be seen in
Executive Decision, Hostage, and The Delta Force—three films depicting
almost identical hijacking situations by Arab terrorists.

On board an airplane, there is no escape. This heightens the drama
of hijacking/rescuing situations and, when resolved, also heightens the
heroism of the saviors. The camera is more confined on airplanes, and
so the variety of shots used is limited. But this also functions to portray
the feeling of limitedness experienced by the hijack victims. In all three
films mentioned, there is a heavy emphasis on low angle shots when
portraying the hijackers, thus making them appear larger and more menacing
compared with their confined environment. There are also plenty of close-
ups, both on the hijackers’ and on the victims’ faces. This serves to increase
the degree of horror illustrated. Mid shots are also used to give a more
collective feel of the terror inflicted, where we see the hijacker(s) in the
aisle bordered by seat rows of frightened passengers. The sense of chaos
in this situation is also often depicted through hand-held camera work
and quick editing that sharply moves from the hijackers to the victims
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and vice versa, and from one side of the airplane to another or from above
to below.

Yoshimoto (1996) points out that the representation of America is not
confined to an inert set of images; on the contrary, representing America
constitutes a set of conflicting images that are partially responsible for the
emergence of the identities of other nations. This is the case for the identity
of Beirut in the films, for example. At the same time we cannot analyze
America’s portrayal of itself as a nation as an isolated matter. As O’'Healy
puts it, “[ijn order to constitute itself, the subject needs to recognize, expel
and disown what it is not. It needs, specifically, to demarcate its boundaries”
(1999, p. 250). Boundaries are not confined to borders with other nations;
they can exist within the nation as well, as seen in the case of the Arab
terrorists living in the United States in True Lies and The Siege, but more
specifically the case of the Arab-Americans in the latter.

Foucault contends that the apparently “natural” spatial oppositions
such as inside (familiar)/outside (strange) are invested with ideology (1970;
see also Lewis 1991), and hence are “still nurtured by the hidden presence
of the sacred” (quoted in Dumm 1996, p. 38). In this way, the sacredness
of a space implies the existence of boundaries that deny that space to
Others. Hence, the Other’s presence in a homeland (physically or culturally)
is deemed profane. Morley (1999) explains that members of society produce
imaginary geographies that locate them at the core, representing those
outside as different and threatening. Sibley terms this the “geography
of exclusion” (quoted in Morley 1999, p. 161), inhabited by “imagined
communities” (Anderson 1983). Natter and Jones (1997, p. 150) explain
that any

(social) process of centering entails a structuring [that] . . . implies the
assignation of a periphery. Assignment to the periphery “provides a
home”—one of terror—for the “other”, the mere existence of which
was both a provocation to, and the raw material for, the center.

In The Siege, Arab-Americans living in New York are summoned by
the American army in order to capture those behind a series of terrorist
attacks. The army herds all Arab-American New Yorkers, old and young,
male and female, to massive cages on the streets of the city. Even Frank



3 O FILMING THE MODERN MIDDLE EAST

Haddad’s (an FBI agent of Lebanese origin) son is taken to the camp. Aerial
views of thousands of screaming Arabs in the cages are followed by panning
shots of the seemingly identical faces and attire of the Arabs. While on one
hand the film’s use of cages and its criticism of military action are part of
an anti-totalitarianism message, cages also act as a vehicle of containment
that constructs an internal barrier between Self and disease. The political
conflict between the United States and the Arab terrorists in the film acts
as a transforming factor on the American landscape. It moves from being
a land of inclusion (America as a cultural melting pot) to becoming a land
of exclusion (the “authentic” American imagined community rejecting
outsiders) (Soja and Hooper 1993). Thus, the Americanness of Arab-
Americans in America is “unnatural” and unsettled, subject to being revoked
at any time. The usual myths of mastery over the Other apply here, with
the idea of the “terrorist within” causing a great deal of distress to an
American landscape that is (cinematically) traditionally “non-penetrable.”

Figure 2 Arab-Americans forced into camps in The Siege
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The process of differentiation in the film is an attempt to reclaim this land-
scape. Of course, this differentiation is an attempt at denying the power
embedded in the periphery, and that can “deconstruct any center of which
it is part” (Natter and Jones 1997, p. 151).

Space and power

Whether inside or outside America, the action in all the above-mentioned
movies occurs outdoors (with the exception of airplanes). This is related to
how the American films mainly belong to the (masculine) action genre. Yet
there is a distinction between the American and the Other spaces in the
films. While the exterior space of America is masculine, refusing to kneel
down and non-penetrable, the exterior space of the Other is feminized
through mapping (7he Siege), invasion (In the Army Now), and exploration
(Three Kings). In other words, it is a passive space. Other landscapes are
reduced to imagined spaces. McQuire (1998) argues that Hollywood is
notorious for its use of other countries and places as mere background
locations for its story lines. Indeed, the common theme of the films seems
to be the glorification of America. The director of the film Collateral Damage
(2001) changed its terrorists from Arabs to Colombians (pre-September 11)
because he thought Hollywood was saturated with Arab terrorists. The
action in and the main plot of the film remained the same. Only the locations
and ethnicities were different. Other spaces thus operate as a stage upon
which human struggle occurs and political battles are fought (Budley and
Safran 1983). Gottheim (1979) argues that this is a passive relationship to
landscape.

Both Soja (1996) and Lefebvre (1991) agree on the concept of
“trialectics of spatiality.” There is not just a center and a periphery; there is
always an-Other (space) (“il y a toujours I"Autre”). While First Space is the
physical space that can be empirically mapped, that is perceived, Second
Space is the imagined space. Lefebvre (1991) argues that Second Space
is that of the production of spatial knowledge, where certain orders are
imposed on space. Soja (1996) explains that order is constituted through
control over knowledge, signs, and codes. This space is the space of power,
ideology, surveillance, and control. Third Space, on the other hand, as
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Spivak (1988) argues, is the space of critical awareness of the space-
blinkering effects of historicism. This is why, in order to understand space,
we have to study it hand in hand with the historical and social processes
that are inevitably linked to it.

From the above analysis of the Hollywood films, we can see a heavy
emphasis on the issues of space, power, and knowledge. Space is sometimes
mapped and measured, often imagined. We have to understand here that,
even as a victim of Other terrorist attacks, the United States remains
the stronger side. It is not marginalized; it marginalizes others. Thus, the
imagined geographies of Other spaces are a result of the processes of
control exercised by the imagined community of the United States over
the Other imagined communities. First Space exists to the extent that the
material form of social spatiality exists, as seen in representations of New
York for example. However, what envelops this perceived space is the
conceived one, the imagined space of Self and Others. The imagined space
of Others is homogenized, but most importantly devoid of history, in the
sense that it is a fruit of the ideological representation of the American
political view. It is not idealized, but essentialized to serve the American
political agenda, which is to establish the dominance of the United States
in Middle Eastern (world) politics. Hence, space is reduced to a tool, a stage.
The Other space does not allow the Other subaltern to speak; indeed the
space itself does not speak. It is a passive space, a subaltern itself.

Thus we can see that there are “hegemonic cultural practices” (Natter
and Jones 1997, p. 150) operating in the films, in the sense that the social
space depicted is essentialized. The films “attempt to fix meaning of space,
arranging any number of particularities, disjunctures, and juxtapositions
into a seamless unity: the one place, the one identity” (ibid.) (here Arab as
terrorist). But Natter and Jones (1997) emphasize that “hegemony, as the
process that naturalizes both space and social relations, is like any form of
power: never fixed or inevitable but always open to exposure, confrontation,
reversal, and refusal through counterhegemonic or disidentifying practices”
(p. 150). This counterhegemony will be explored through the spatial
representations of the other side, that of Arab cinemas.
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The spatial contradictions of Arab cinemas

Space in the Arab films remains a tool of demarcation between the inside
and the outside, but is also a space of resistance. In this sense, it can be
both an essentializing and a counter-essentialist national space, the first in
the case of Egypt’s Others (namely Islamic fundamentalists in 7he Other and
The Terrorist), the second in the face of an invading enemy (namely Israel).
This parallels Liggett’s (1995) idea that space is about separation. Conceived
space erects walls to separate the inside from the outside and its Others.
This is similar to the representation of cosmopolitan New York in The Siege
where—with the (r)ejection of Arab-Americans—the city becomes a kind
of fortress society. This calls for the confrontation of the Arab landscape as
problem(atic) (Gottheim 1979). It is a site of contradictions and conflicting
spatial practices. Our relationship with that place becomes ambivalent;
it is at once a fortress and a carnival (Judd 1995). In both cases, the films
try to present a unified image of the nation (and hence a coherent space)
that is plagued by the difference it harbors. This difference (for example,
illustrated by the presence of Islamic fundamentalists) emphasizes the
failure of spatial totalization. As Natter and Jones (1997) argue, structure
cannot subsume difference.

In this context, the space of Other is contrasted with the moderate
national space. The dominant national view of Arab countries feminizes them
(Egypt, for example, is the “mother of the world”). Indeed, the Arab spaces
depicted in the films can be seen as feminine. This can be linked to the
generic aspects of the films, as they are mostly melodramas, traditionally a
feminine genre with emphasis on interior spaces, which makes the characters
in the films comparatively less mobile than their American counterparts in
Hollywood (Naficy 1996). This also applies to the few outdoors spaces
depicted in the films. The physical space of Cairo in the films, for example,
is largely portrayed as enclosed, womb-like, with narrow, interlocking
winding roads that seem to protect the people living within the city.
However, this does not deny that “the symbolic agency that controls this
space is clearly masculine” (O’'Healy 1999, p. 254). Landscape in the Arab
films is focused on from the inside out. So while the American films present
“a panoramic gaze objectifying the landscape through the imperial power
and authority of an external observer” (Blunt 1994b, p. 97), the Arab films’
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representation is more subjective, with the observer located within the
landscape.

The outsiders inside: Islamic fundamentalists in the Egyptian
and Algerian landscapes

Naficy argues that “the inside and outside spaces express not only gendered
subjectivity but also often national or ethnic imaginings and longings” (1996,
p. 128). Islamic fundamentalists in the Egyptian films are ascribed a position
outside the Egyptian national imagination, so it is not surprising that they
are also outside spatially. By this I do not mean only physically, but also
mentally. In Algerian cinema, on the other hand, Islamic fundamentalists
are perceived as a threat through their dominance over the national
landscape.

Islamic fundamentalists in the Egyptian films The Terrorist, Birds
of Darkness, and The Other are shown to live on the “edge of society.” Even
though they physically exist within the Egyptian landscape, they operate
outside the society surrounding them. I say surrounding because they
are not seen as part of that society, but as a threat to it. The physical
representation of the fundamentalists’ existence is always indoors. Closed
space can be looked at as a way of symbolizing the Islamic fundamentalists’
closed mind. Naficy’s (1996) argument about films’ invoking of “confining
but comforting claustrophobic spaces” (p. 131) can be applied to the way
Islamic fundamentalists in the films are shown to regard their confined
spaces as shelters from what they perceive as a hostile foreign culture.
The fundamentalists live in minimalist, even barren, enclosed spaces. Ali’s
room in The Terrorist, a film about a disillusioned Islamic fundamentalist
man, is perhaps the best illustration. A dark room with a grenade chest
as a seat, a small bed, a rug, a faint light bulb hanging from the ceiling, and
a plaque engraved with the word “Patience” on the wall, the room is a
reflection of Ali’s dark existence. It serves to isolate him from the outside
world. Denied the shelter of the womb of the city (Cairo), Ali turns to his
own shelter.

At the same time, Ali’s shelter creates a cocoon for him to retreat
in from the pleasures of society. This contrast is best portrayed by Ali’s
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Figure 3 Aliin his barren space—The Terrorist

walk down the Cairo street leading to his rigid room. The street buzzes
spontaneously (Pidduck 1998) with movement, color, and human inter-
action, with street vendors, people in colorful attire, and neighbors chatting
all crossing Ali’s path (or rather, Ali crossing their path, as he is an intruder).
The street also provides sexual pleasure, with a voluptuous woman walking
straight in front of Ali and unknowingly offering an experience denied to
Ali in his confined space. The walk down the street thus is a metaphor
for a passage through (outer) life. Ali quickly hides from life’s temptations
in his room, a room linked to the outside world only by sounds coming in
through the shaded window. The space between the blades of the window
blinds becomes Ali’s only physical access to the pleasures of the outside
world. Ali uses it to peep on his female neighbor who resides in the building
across the street, and who is shown as wearing a low-cut bright red
dress. Ali fantasizes about the woman—a metaphor for all the pleasures he
desires but is denied. Ali’s experience is best summarized by Adrian Searle’s
words:
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Going to the window . . . becomes a figuration of disconnectedness

from one’s surroundings, but it is also the first step, (get up and go to
the window) of finding, or re-finding one’s place in the world.

(2000, p. 3, catalogue essay in Still, Site Gallery:

Sheffield, quoted in Betterton 2001)

Thus, Ali’s window experience becomes an attempt at entering the denied
Egyptian space. At the same time, it emphasizes to him his exclusion
from it. The window becomes a “transparent filter” (Pidduck 1998, p. 382)
between Ali’s life and the outside world, and marks his physical and sexual
constraint. The camera in the scenes uses a lot of point-of-view shots,
panning and tilting around the room, zooming in and out at the length of
the street, and looking down on Ali’s neighbor. Therefore, the transforma-
tions of everyday space for Ali that we see are almost entirely subjective
(Keiller 1982). This subjectivity highlights the various juxtapositions of Ali’s
life and the outside world: his is colorless, the world’s is colorful; his is silent,
the world’s bustling with sound; his is closed, the world’s comparatively
open and full of possibilities. These juxtapositions are constructed through
camera work that pans the walls of Ali’s room as they are closing in upon
him, allowing us to see what Ali is seeing when he peeps on his neighbor.

A similar yet at the same time different space to Ali’s is the room that
the liberal-prince-turned-fundamentalist Abdullah is made to sit in by the
enlightened friends and family of the progressive-thinking philosopher
Averroes in Destiny, a historical epic about the battle between Averroes and
opposing Islamic fundamentalists in twelfth-century Andalusia. Abdullah,
who is lured by fundamentalists into abandoning “blasphemous” song and
dance, is tied up by Averroes’s friends to a chair in the room and made to
listen to the songs performed by the dancing crowd outside. The room’s
window is also the opening on the outer world and its pleasures, which
Abdullah tries to resist. However, the space he is confined to this time serves
as a site of liberation. For the people outside, the room is the only way in
which they can liberate Abdullah from himself. The room becomes a site
of power.

Andalusia in the film is used as a metaphorical representation of
Egypt. A land of prosperity with considerable material beauty, its mountains,
waterfalls, and gardens reflect not only the material wealth of the place, but
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also its spiritual wealth (Atef 1997). Andalusia is made to carry the values
of the idealized Egypt, bestowing on the country a certain degree of sacred-
ness. At the same time, with its rejection of Islamic fundamentalists,
Andalusia bears the politics of the motherland it is standing for. Both
landscapes thus are open yet enclosed, drawing boundaries between
Self and Other. However, both films offer the fundamentalists a chance to
become absorbed in the Egyptian social space. While this is done through
coercion in the case of Abdullah, Ali is slowly drawn back into non-extremist
society through the compassion of a family that ends up hosting him and
showing him an appealing, alternative way of living. In this way, enclosed
spaces of the mind are opened up, at the same time emphasizing Egypt’s
national identity as open, and idealizing Egypt as enlightened. Algerian
cinema differs from Egypt’s in this context, as Islamic fundamentalists
are portrayed as a threat due to their growing control of the national space.
In Rachida, a film about a school teacher attacked by fundamentalists for
refusing to plant a bomb in her school, the main character, Rachida, and
her mother are forced to leave Algiers to escape the fundamentalist control
of the city, only to find that fundamentalist power has reached the remote
village where they have sought refuge. In Bab el-Oued City, fundamentalists
and their government-affiliated leaders control the Bab el-Oued neighbor-
hood in Algiers. At the beginning of the film, the control of the city is
revealed through a wide shot of the crammed houses in the neighborhood.
Similar wide shots of the urban space are used regularly in the film, evoking
a sense of dominance by the fundamentalists. Dominance is emphasized
through a point-of-view shot of two government officials standing alongside
the Islamic fundamentalist leader Said on a cliff overlooking the city, and
other point-of-view shots of the streets of Bab el-Oued as the government
officials ride through the neighborhood in their black car. The fundamen-
talists also control the ideological space of the city. The film revolves around
an incident which the fundamentalists interpret as an attack against them,
“an attack on the honor of Muslims, an act of the devil”: the removal of a
loudspeaker from a rooftop. The speaker is one of 16 in the neighborhood
used to transmit religious preachings by the local imam. The camera zooms
in on the speaker as a speech on cleanliness is transmitted, and then pans
over the houses of the neighborhood, symbolizing the fundamentalists’
surveillance and control. Said also exerts control over the space inhabited
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by his sister Yamina, objecting to her standing at the window, and confining
her movements to the house, the public bath, and the mosque. Said and
his accomplices are often seen in long shot as they wander about the
neighborhood streets, enforcing their way of living. Their power even
reaches the beach, where they interrogate a group of young men listening
to rai music about the disappearance of the speaker. In this controlled space,
Boualem and Yamina, who are in love, can meet only on a rooftop or in the
cemetery, and even there they are not safe from the prying eyes of the
fundamentalists. One of them, Rachid, reports to Said seeing Yamina with
Boualem in the cemetery, and hearing the latter declare his responsibility
for removing the speaker when its loud messages prevented him from
sleeping after his long shift working at the bakery.

The film satirizes the transformation of space in Algiers as well as
former colonial presence through the depiction of an old Frenchwoman
who used to live in Bab el-Oued during colonial times, and who has returned
to the place to visit. The Frenchwoman is now blind, and is led around the
place by her grandson who is shocked by the change but who wants to

Figure 4 Said and his fundamentalist men—aBab el-Oued City (photo courtesy of
Arab Film Distribution)
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preserve his grandmother’s nostalgic memory of the landscape. Thus we
see them walking through the cemetery, which used to be a garden, with
the young man turning on a tap as his grandmother says the sound of water
reminds her of the (now non-existent) fountain, and him reassuring her that
it hasn’t changed. Later they stand on a rooftop overlooking the cramped
houses as women can be seen cleaning rugs and hanging laundry on the
balconies. The man tells the old woman, “If only you could see it! It hasn’t
changed. If I were a painter I'd come here for inspiration!” The grandson
later likens the derelict local beach as he and his grandmother walk by it to
Miami Beach. The film depicts Said as having a low view of the French,
blaming them for “teaching us hatred.” Thus, the film links Algeria’s colonial
past with the presence of fundamentalists who still use this issue to fuel their
causes. The film is also full of references to immigration: Boualem’s brother
Kader wants to leave for Canada, his friend Mabrouk dreams of going
to Marseille, and Massoud, an Algerian man who has to pretend to be a
fundamentalist after finding himself in Algiers without his French passport
and with no one else to support him, spends the whole film trying to go
back to France. In the end, Boualem decides to leave too after being
prosecuted by Said and his accomplices. The grip of Islamist fundamen-
talists is thus shown to grow and become stronger, fueled by corruption in
the government that uses individuals like Said as tools and discards them
when they are no longer needed, to the extent that the only way of escape
is abandoning the national space and embracing the colonial dream. The
fundamentalists then are the ones responsible for this destruction of national
space, for the transformation of the garden into a cemetery, for replacing
life with death.

Cyberspace, marginality, and globalization

The Other is the only Egyptian film that moves beyond physical space and
into cyberspace as a site where political struggles are fought. Cyberspace
is also represented as a site for the realization of fantasy, whether personal
or political. In particular, the film represents a constant connection between
Islamic fundamentalists and the United States, conducted through e-mail
and internet chat. Cyberspace thus allows an otherwise undetected
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convergence between the terrorism of the first and the imperialism of the
second, with disastrous results.

The film revolves around a young Egyptian journalist, Hanan, who
falls in love with a half-Egyptian, half-American man, Adam. Adam’s
mother, Margaret, is an American businesswoman who detests Egypt yet
is engaged in fraudulent business plans that would allow her economic
control over the country. She is also obsessed with her son, whom she turns
to to provide her with the love and attention she lacks in her marriage. She
opposes his marriage to Hanan, and forms an unholy alliance with Hanan’s
brother, the Islamic fundamentalist Fat’hallah, who also opposes the relation-
ship and promises Margaret to force the couple to divorce. Fat’hallah
also aims at controlling Egypt, through the establishment of an Islamic
fundamentalist regime. Fat’hallah and Margaret are revealed to be partners,
using the internet to communicate and conduct their personal deals, as well
as illegal arms and immigration deals. Cyberspace is thus represented as a
site for the realization of fantasy, not only politically but also personally.

For both, cyberspace is a space where they can exercise power. It
gives Margaret the chance to control her son’s life by keeping a computer

Figure 5 Fat’hallah chatting to Margaret on the internet—The Other
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file on his life (that includes a database of all his ex-girlfriends). Adam in the
film is an Egyptian nationalist; hence cyberspace becomes a tool that allows
symbolic control by American imperialism over Egypt. For Fat’hallah,
power is exercised through his use of cyberspace as a space of sexual
fantasy. In an online conversation with Margaret, Fat’hallah chooses Paris
as the virtual location of their “meeting.” Images of Montmartre prostitutes
as well as the Eiffel Tower are here reproduced as national symbols of
France and specifically of Paris. Paris acts as a metaphor for Fat’hallah’s
repressed sexual fantasies, invoked through the city’s mythical association
with sexuality and permissiveness (Phillips 1999). It also acts as a metaphor
for Fat’hallah’s view of the West as promiscuous. As Baltazar argues, cyber-
space allows the subject to manipulate space to fit their needs, rather than
“fragmenting the identity” (2001, p. 28) to fit the space. Cyberspace is an
ideal, imagined space that allows Fat’hallah to transgress the constraints he
has imposed on himself as an Islamic fundamentalist and thus guarantees
him a virtual victory in his struggle with himself. In this sense, cyberspace
can be seen as an example of what Soja (1989) terms mental space or
Second Space: a space that is generated by and conceived in the minds
of those who consequently “inhabit” it.

The internet is an agent of anonymity, where anyone can be whoever
they want to be, an enabling medium that allows the individual to go beyond
their social self (Turkle 1996; Hjarvard 2002). It also confuses or blurs the
boundaries between the spaces in which those in “dialogue” exist (Freeman
1999). Cyberspace has created communities that are not necessarily
physically or nationally bound, but which transcend the sacred boundaries
of home and nation (like the subgroup of fundamentalists and Americans),
forming their own private spaces (Morley 1999). Yet we have to remember
here that, even though cyberspace communities are not national, they are
not detached from the nation (Bhabha 1999). Indeed, the political arguments
conducted between Margaret and Fat’hallah are inherently about Egypt as
a nation (as they both ultimately aim at controlling it, economically for
Margaret, and politically for Fat’hallah), and at the same time a reaction to
the “nature” of this exclusive nation that denies the fundamentalists political
representation (as Islamic fundamentalist groups are denied parliamentary
participation in Egypt). Cyberspace thus is a way for both sides to (re)claim
the nation. However, closer inspection reveals the artificiality of the
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“dialogue” between Margaret and Fat’hallah. Although the two sides are
communicating, they are both setting traps for and deceiving each other.
Margaret informs the police about the physical location of Fat’hallah, while
he lies to her about helping divorce his sister from her son. The internet
here acts as a theater for the operation of those global actors, allowing them
to escape the bounds of the nation-state and form a subculture (Sassen
1999). However, in this particular context, the outcome of this is that the
internet is not operating as a site of freedom and resistance. On the contrary,
it is a site of oppression where two villains meet.

The internet can also be looked at as allowing individuals in different
physical spaces to interact “privately” in exclusive chat rooms. The
discussion between Fat’hallah and Margaret is a “private” one, making their
politics an exclusive spatial activity denied to any outsiders. The internet
in the film is not seen as being open to the non-villains, the Egyptians; it is
vilified. So Adam, Hanan, and their friends are depicted as not using the
internet, although they have the means to. Technology is thus “theirs,” and
not “ours,” giving it a sinister meaning, with the internet becoming a
criminal/imperialist web. Yoshimoto (1996) explains that, with no more
physical space to conquer, virtual space is colonized. The film depicts
cyberspace as a new frontier that the United States is attempting to colonize.

So even though cyberspace has constructed what Morley labels virtual
geographies, where, in the words of Wark, “we no longer have roots, we
have aerials” and “we no longer have origins, we have terminals” (quoted
in Morley 1999, p. 158), it has not erased the affiliation to the nation. Shohat
(1999a) says that cyberspace provides an imaginary home; she does not
say whether cyberspace provides an imaginary homeland. This can be
applied to the case of the Islamic fundamentalists in The Other. Despite
limiting their interaction with the outside world to the internet, they do not
use cyberspace as a substitute homeland. Yes, it is an imagined home,
conceived in the absence of a physical one (as the film portrays the
fundamentalists as living outside society), but it is mainly used as a tool to
reclaim the homeland that they are exiled from (Egypt). Cyberspace then
is not detached from physical space (the Egyptian landscape). This is in line
with Shohat’s (1999a) argument that cyberspace is another zone in which
conflicts are carried out, and that is connected with the corporality of its
users. She also stresses that, by being another space and not a substitute
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space, existing local and global power relations are merely extended to this
new space, rather than being displaced from the physical one. Therefore,
rather than being an interactive global space that connects people, cyber-
space is viewed by the film as a global network of villains, and globalization
as a threat and as corruption.

Treading on the Egyptian landscape: the case of Israel

Egyptian landscape is transformable and contradictory in relation to Israel
(Hirsch 1995). This is best seen in the representations of contested places
like Taba. A part of the Egyptian Sinai, and directly on the Red Sea, Taba
had been seized by Israel in 1967 and returned to Egypt in 1989 after the
success of Egyptian—Israeli peace talks. Taba since has become a metaphor
of Egypt. It is a site bearing the history of the fighting between Egyptians
and Israelis, and thus a site of pain. It is also a site of pre-war nostalgia,
perceived with a sense of lost authenticity that idealizes its past, thereby
implying an “original purity” (O’Healy 1999, p. 243) that is now disfigured.
In this sense Taba is a memorial, a representational space that acts as a
cultural indicator (Liggett 1995). It is also a site of the uncertainty of
Middle Eastern peace treaties; a popular place with Israeli tourists, Taba
has caused a degree of confusion among many Egyptians, who within it
have had to encounter those they used to consider the enemy now enjoying
their country’s resources. At the same time, Taba itself, with its spectacular
views, is gazed at romantically by the Egyptians. It is a spectacle to be
viewed, consumed, and admired (Urry 1990; Phillips 1999) by both sides,
with much ambivalence.

Girl from Israel represents this ambivalent relationship with Taba. A
family holiday in Taba brings national pride as the Egyptian family admires
the beauty of the place. At the same time, being in Taba brings back
flashbacks to the mother of her soldier son being killed by the Israelis in
that location. Also, Taba offers a rather intimate encounter with Israeli
tourists, some posing as Americans, who try to befriend the family. An
Israeli girl succeeds in seducing the family’s younger son, and convinces
him to cross the sea with her to Israel. The sea carries many meanings. It
“offers a horizon of freedom and possibility” (Pidduck 1998, p. 395) to the
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son. The sea can also be seen as a symbol of the tranquility and purity of
the Egyptian nation. At the same time, it offers a natural and symbolic
frontier between Egypt and Israel (Haffner 1997). Beyond this horizon lies
Israel; in this sense, the line of water becomes an “indifferent horizon of
disease” (Haffner 1997, p. 35). The film plays strongly on the symbolic evil
of what crossing the sea represents vis-a-vis the myth of the ideal Egyptian
landscape. It is here that landscape is transformed from being a stage to
political conflicts to being a crucial player. Yes, it is imagined, but it is also
a “lived” space that carries with it the experiences of the people within it.
Combining elements of the physical and the imagined, Taba becomes
something that also goes beyond the two; it is a space with a political
subtext (O’Healy 1999).

The contested space of Palestine

The most intricate illustration of the complex role that space plays in
represented political conflicts is the case of Palestine as imagined in the films.
The Palestine problem itself is one largely about space, where the same
landscape is fought over by conflicting parties. However, the importance
of space here is not just because of the physical space of Palestine; more
important are the ideological connections that that space carries. Specifically,
Palestine is a bearer of history, religion, and myth (for example Arabism).
Yet its most important face is as a homeland. The Arab films closely focus
on imagining Palestine as a lost homeland. In doing so they play on
nostalgia, but also on resistance. All this is played out against broader issues
such as diaspora and exile, and also the myth of Arab unity. In 1990s
Egyptian cinema, the Arab world emerges as a solid unit in the face of the
Israeli aggressor (as seen in Nasser, Nasser 56, Naji al-Ali, and Road to Eilat).
But this myth is shattered in later Arab films.

The importance of Palestine as a place lies in its position as one of
the major carriers of meaning for the Palestinians and Arabs in general.
Nietschmann (1993) explains that it is this position that emphasizes the
importance of place for invaders. Place is infused with the identity of people
and their inherent power. Therefore, “[p]eople, institutions, and resources
may be captured, but if place can’t be erased, then the occupation will never
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be victorious” (Nietschmann 1993, p. 8). An example of this is the renaming
of Palestine as Israel. Nash (1994) sees naming (like mapping: Blunt 1994a;
McEwan 1994) as an act of authority that reflects the fluid, unstable, and
open nature of space, rendering it open to the strategic/manipulative use
by marginal/dominant groups. It is precisely this idea that we see in the
Arab films in their stance towards Israel, and hence their attempts at
reclaiming Palestine. The following analysis of the Palestinian landscape is
not about Palestine as First Space, but rather about the Arab films’
imagining of Palestine as Third Space.

Homeland as nostalgia

At first glance the case of Palestine seems like an excellent representation
of the characteristics of place as dynamic and contested, challenging any
notion of “national naturalisms” that “present associations of people and
place as solid, commonsensical, and agreed-upon” (Gupta and Ferguson
1992, p. 12). However, it is those authentic claims to the Palestinian
landscape (and beyond) that lie at the heart of the Arab—Israeli conflict, with
Israelis viewing the Palestinian landscape as their promised land. At the
same time, the Palestinian people look at Palestine as their only homeland.
As Gupta and Ferguson say, “places are always imagined in the context
of political-economic determinations” (1992, p. 11). Egyptian films stand
out in invoking Palestine from the Palestinian/Arab point of view, thus
portraying the Palestinian people and their lost land as the victims and at
the same time the resisters. In doing so, the films rely heavily on alluding
to history through methods like usage of actual footage (fighting sequences
in Nasser 56) and historical biographies (/Nasser). The importance of this
attention to history is emphasized by Soja and Hooper (1993), who argue
that a proper analysis of space pays attention to the spatial aspects of the
historical processes of those “uneven developments” (p. 185) that result in
spaces becoming sites of struggle. Processes of differentiation and division
operate in which both the hegemonic and the resistant cultures/nations
attempt to reclaim space.

Egypt’s role here is as a helper, mainly fighting the Israelis in the 1960s
under Nasser (Nasser, Nasser 56, Road to Eilat). Egypt as a representation
does not feature bluntly in Naji al-Ali, except through the character of a
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disillusioned Egyptian drunken man on the streets of Lebanon who is still
waiting for the “Arab forces” to come and rescue Palestine and Lebanon
from Israeli aggression. However, the film itself—an Egyptian production
with a largely Egyptian cast and an Egyptian director about the life of the
late Palestinian caricaturist Naji al-Ali—serves to strengthen the position
of Egypt as a sympathizer and supporter of the Palestinian cause (despite
Egypt’s own peace treaty with Israel). In the films, Palestinians are not
people who have no place to call home; they are people who are attempting
to reclaim a place they call home that is idealized in the Palestinian and
Egyptian imagination. Idealized is a strong word here, as Palestine is
imagined as an authentic, “good” landscape/motherland. In this way, the
nostalgia experienced by the Palestinian diaspora is seen by Naficy (1991)
as a fixation whereby home is fetishized, with the exiles focusing on certain
(imaginary) aspects of the lost homeland while ignoring others. Here Naficy
conflicts with Anderson’s notion of homeland; where the latter sees it as
imagined, Naficy sees it as imaginary, to emphasize this idealization. Naficy
argues that, by trying to exercise power over the recalled past and lost
homeland (by representing them ideally), exiles are actually attempting to
control their present space and time.

However, it is not only the Palestinians who are represented as
experiencing exile. The whole Arab world experienced a sense of exile after
the 1967 War, including Egypt. Exile was not only because of the lost land
after that war, but also because of the loss of the sense of a collective Arab
identity that President Nasser was trying to revive. The Egyptian films thus
can be seen as using Palestine as a tool to reawaken this lost identity. The
complexity of the situation of Arabs as exiles, especially in their relationship
with what is called home, is expressed by Naficy:

Today, it is possible to be exiled in place, that is, to be at home and to
long for other places and other times . . . It is possible to be in internal
exile and yet be at home. It is possible to be forced into external exile
and be unable to, or wish not to, return home. It is possible to return
and to find that one’s house is not the home that one had hoped for,
that it is not the structure that memory built. It is possible to go into
exile voluntarily and then return, yet still not fully arrive.

(1999, p. 3)
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This means that home is not a “real” place (Morse 1999). Rather, home is
linked to personal and culture-specific imaginary. Home is thus defined as
a protected, stable place that “cannot be understood except in relation to
its outside(s)” (Morley 1999, p. 153), which draws attention to public and
private constructions of “home” (Blunt 1994a). At the same time, the Arab
situation highlights that exile can be internal, and not just external (Naficy
1999). In the case of Palestinians, what adds to this exile is the absence of
mobility, whereby the exiled are confined to a place that is not “home”
(Durham Peters 1999). An example is the refugee camps in Lebanon
represented in Naji al-Ali, which the film depicts as tents in 1948, then as
haphazardly built concrete slums in the 1960s and beyond. Questions of
power emerge here, with a distinction being established between who
moves and who does not, who can move and who cannot; the tent-to-
concrete transformation acts as a metaphor for the Palestinian diaspora’s
fixity in space (Morley 1999). Naficy (1991) describes the exile’s relation
with the lost motherland in Freudian terms, as a traumatic experience of
separation. What adds to this trauma is the occurrence of war in the mother-
land, whereby the distance of the exile from home causes a sense of national
loss. This may generate a feeling of guilt among some exiles (living in
relative safety away from the war). This may be seen as an incentive for
the exile’s long-distance national struggle and attempts to reclaim the
motherland through various activities (Naficy 1991).

But not all activities are “authentic.” The struggle over the motherland
is not only one between the exile (Palestinians) and the occupier (Israel). It
is also an “internal” struggle among Palestinians themselves. Naji al-Ali
seems to validate the populist nostalgic perspective as opposed to the elitist
one. The division between the Palestinian “lay people” and the Palestinian
elites is conceptualized as a struggle over authenticity. Spatially, the lay
Palestinian people are represented as existing on the margin of society in
refugee camps resembling slums (in the suburbs of Beirut, in the south of
Lebanon). They remember Palestine through their nostalgic stories and
Naji’s political satirical cartoons. The elites, in contrast, inhabit high-rise
buildings at the core (center of Beirut). While the lay people are represented
as sacrificing their lives and actively fighting for Palestine, the elites are
depicted as too settled in their new comfortable lifestyle to care. Their
affiliation to Palestine has become no more than lip service. Their claim
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to authenticity is graphically represented as invalid. The elites’ affiliation to
the “real” Palestine is replaced with one to a fake one. Naji’s anticipation
of seeing Abu’l'fawares’ Palestinian shrine is devastated as Abu’l'fawares
unravels what he calls his own Palestine, a roof garden full of fruit trees on
top of his Beirut apartment. That the elites have chosen such artificial
affiliations is criticized as what has added to the devastation of Palestine
itself. It is the ordinary people who bear the cross of resistance, and who
suffer the consequences of those spatial/(un)national affiliations. The
authenticity of the lay people’s claim to the land here is unquestioned. And
the film itself is represented as an authentic discourse on Palestine. As for
Abu’Tfawares, he is ostracized for severing his ties with his original/
authentic homeland (Welsch 1999).

Homeland as resistance

Thus, the relationship between the exile and the homeland is transformed.
Nostalgia is often criticized as being unreal for its invocation of authentic,
good landscapes; as Keith and Pile ask, “how can the authentic be authen-
ticated—or more properly, who is to authenticate the vernacular?