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Abstract
This paper examines representations of Arabs and Muslims in the film The
Siege (1998) and investigates representations of violence in a media text that
was widely circulated prior to September 11,2001. Relying on an analysis of
the script of the film, this study is based on a textual analysis of the movie
The Siege.

The relevance ofthis research lies in the connections between media
representations and public identity as these are mediated through popular
culture, and especially popular media texts. The media playa major role in
disseminating information and what is presented has real consequences (e.g.,
it constructs the identities of 'Others'). Studying previous representations
sheds light on current ones by providing the history of how certain identities
evolve over time and are context-bound.

A high-profile action thriller set in the present, The Siege stars
Denzel Washington as FBI special agent Hubbard whose anti-terrorist task
force needs to bring to justice Arab terrorists responsible for bombings in
New York City. I chose to focus on this film because although it was a huge
hit at the box office, it also created considerable controversy and anger. The
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), the American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC), and other Arab and Muslim organizations
conducted press conferences, contesting the film's stereotypes and negative
portrayals oftheir communities.
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constructi on.

*****

1. Synopsis
After the capture by the U.S. military of a Muslim religious leader,

the FBI and the CIA (represented by agent Elise Kraft, whose true name is
later revealed to be Sharon Bridger) team up to seize the organization
responsible for the terror in New York City. The wave of terrorist attacks
leads the President of the U.S. to declare martial law. The U.S. government
sends the army, headed by General Deveraux, into the streets of New York.
The Army heads to Brooklyn, where most of the Arab population in New
York City resides, and puts Arabs in internment camps, including F.B.I.
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agent Frank Haddad's son. After the main terrorist, Samir Najdi, played by
Samir Bouajila, prays, he attempts to bomb peaceful American
demonstrators. CIA agent Sharon Bridger tries to stop him; Samir kills her.
Agent Hubbard shoots Samir dead and arrests General Deveraux for failure to
adhere to the law and to civil rights, for torturing and killing Tarik Husseini,
an Arab-American citizen.

Groups such as ADC and CAIR have protested representations of
Arabs and Muslims in The Siege. When the film opened on 6 November
1998, America's Arabs and Muslims demonstrated in front of movie theatres,
citing the film's heinous portraits (Shaheen, 2001( Wilkins and Downing
(2002) highlighted that "many analyses confirm these negative and limited
discourses of Arabs and Muslims in U.S. entertainment media (Ghareeb,
1983; Kamalipour, 1995; Shaheen, 1984, 1997,2000) and in the U.S. news
media (Kamalipour, 1995; Suleiman, 1988; Wolsfeld, 1997).,,2

2. Method
This paper examines representations of Arabs and Muslims in the

movie The Siege. This study relied on using sentences as the unit of analysis
to deconstruct the text. First, I transcribed all references made by (a) Non-
Arabs/Non-Muslims, (b) references made by Arabs/Muslims, and (c)
references made by the news. I created the news category to avoid
speculating about the identity of the voices of reporters who were
commenting on the events in the movie. Most likely, these voices belonged to
Non-Arabs and Non-Muslims; but for the sake of validity, I created a
separate category for them. I created three categories to compare and contrast
how Arabs and Muslims define themselves to how others define them in the
film.

Second, I identified the positive, negative, and other references to
each of the three categories. Positive references marked Arabs and Muslims
by affirmation, approval, or acceptance. I considered references that
expressed a refusal or negation of Arabs and Muslims as negative. I have
placed units associating Arabs/Muslims with violence, hate, crime, or
oppression, for example, in the negative category. I have used the 'other'
category for references that did not display obvious positive or negative
representations of Arabs and Muslims.

3. Discussion
The film The Siege, in its entirety, contained 622 Arab and Muslim

references. Non-Arabs and Non-Muslims issued most of the references (457),
with the majority of which having a negative connotation (336). Non-
Arabs/Non-Muslims referred positively to Arabs/Muslims 65 times and in a
'neutral' manner 56 times. Arabs/Muslims issued 121 references about
themselves: 45 positive, 41 negative, and 35 'other.' The news category
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included a total of 44 references about Arabs/Muslims: 34 negative, 6
positive, and 4 'other' references.

This study found that Arabs and Muslims were projected negatively
as most of the references about them were negative (411/622). This study
also found that most Arab and Muslim references were made by Non-
Arabs/Non-Muslims (457/622). Non-Arabs/Non-Muslims constructed the
identity of Arabs/Muslims, speaking for them, and defining who they are.
Non-Arabs/Non-Muslims made comments such as: "I'm afraid they're gonna
blow the bus," "his brother blew up a movie theatre in Tel Aviv," "these
people bomb," "they're ready to die," "all day long they watch T.V.," "it's
not gonna stop these criminals," and "they're attacking our way of life."
A. Non-Arab/Non-Muslim Voices

Drawn to an imaginary, orientalised Middle East, CIA Agent Sharon
Bridger feeds the Western fascination for the mysterious and exotic East as
can be seen in the following examples: "My first boyfriend was Palestinian,"
"My father used to say Palestinians seduce you with their suffering," "they're
[Palestinians] these incredibly warm, hospitable people living in this horrible
place," and "I love Lebanese men." However, the East is not only constructed
as attractive, but also as dangerous and backward. Karim describes how the
exotic East simultaneously evokes attraction and revulsion, fascination and
terror.

3
Whereas Sharon nostalgically reminisces about how "growing up

there [in Beirut] was like paradise, like an exotic Paris," a subsequent scene
alludes to women's oppression in the Middle East. Sexist language is put in
Samir's mouth: "the only ones who didn't spend time in Israeli jails were
women like you."

Sharon Bridger is also presented as the expert on the Middle East, as
the incarnation of the 'objective outsider.' At her first encounter with Frank
Haddad, Sharon exposes his origins by simply taking a look at him: "Shuf
mountains, right? Shiite or Sunni?" Frank confirms her knowledge of the
Arab region as he replies: "wow. You're really good. She's really good."
Fanon speaks about how objectivity always works against the colonized.4 In
The Siege, instead of hearing from indigenous voices, it is a Westerner who
sheds light on the characteristics of the regions, often in an essentialized
manner. Drawing on the stereotypical cliches of Middle-Easterners, Sharon
tells the story of Arab terrorist "pros" who have "a warrant from god:" "from
the age of 12, they've been dodging people like you, people better than you."
These references signal to a Muslim holy war against infidels, often referred
to as 'jihad' in the West. The label 'jihad' becomes a signifier for
'fundamentalist and terrorist Islam.' However, some Muslims define it rather
differently: as a spiritual struggle. For example, as Yasin, a well-known
student, said in a speech delivered at Harvard University's 2002
commencement exercises:
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The word for struggle in Arabic, in the language of my
faith, is jihad. It is a word that has been corrupted and
misinterpreted, both by those who do and do not claim to
be Muslims, and we saw last fall, to our great national and
personal loss, the results of this corruption. Jihad, in its
truest and purest form, the form to which all Muslims
aspire, is the determination to do right, to do justice even
against your own interests. It is an individual struggle for
personal moral behaviour. Especially today, it is a struggle
that exists on many levels: self-purification and awareness,
public service and social justice. On a global scale, it is a
struggle involving people of all ages, colors, and creeds, for
control of the Big decisions: not only who controls what
piece of land, but more importantly who gets medicine,
who can eat. 5

The signification of 'jihadist' has become naturalized, in the West,
to the point of virtually exclusive reference to Muslims who allegedly wage a
war against infidels. Interestingly, the language of a Muslim war against
Christians and Jews is also present in President Bush's rhetoric:

The terrorists practice a fringe form of Islamic extremism
that has been rejected by Muslim scholars and the vast
majority of Muslim clerics - a fringe movement that
perverts the peaceful teachings of Islam. The terrorists'
directive commands them to kill Christians and Jews, to
kill all Americans, and to make no distinction among
military and civilians, including women and children.6

Agent Bridger's 'knowledge' of the region allows her to make
recommendations such as the following: "they're [the terrorists] not here to
negotiate. They were waiting for the cameras. They want everybody
watching. Kill them now." Whereas she plays the role of the expert, the
narrative of the film will show that, in fact, Sharon fails to understand the
region, thus enabling the construction of the irrational and illogical East that
cannot be reasonably understood (See Said, 1978t General Deveraux
describes her as a "woman who will never understand the Middle East." At
the end of the movie, Samir kills her because she considered him an ally and
was unable to see him as a threat and as a terrorist. This particular ending of
the plot also introduces the idea that Arabs and Muslims cannot be trusted.
One should always keep in mind the possibility that they might strike against
the West.
B. Arab and Muslim Voices
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First, it is worth noting that translation from Arabic to English was
not systematically provided when Arab characters spoke. Stam and Spence
remind us that the "absence of the language of the colonized is also
symptomatic of colonialist attitudes.',8 One may conclude that what the Arab
characters said in those episodes was irrelevant, and therefore unworthy of
translation.

Second, Arabs and Muslims in the film appear to have internalized
the racism targeted at them as they display characteristics of mentally
colonized subordinates. It is through the voice of Arab-American FBI agent
Frank Haddad that the viewers learn that Samir Najdi, who teaches Arab
studies at Brooklyn College, sponsored Ali Waziri, one of the bombers of
Bus 87, with a student visa. Frank further informs the viewers that Samir's
brother "blew up a movie theatre in Tel Aviv" and thus announces the
terrorist threat that Arabs and Muslims represent. He warns Anthony
Hubbard that while he is gathering intelligence, Samir is "getting visas for
bombers." The accusation of terrorism emanates from Frank, who says: "you
sponsored Ali Waziri's visa;" "you spent 2 years in Israeli jails during the
intifada."

Similarly, Samir confesses the story of his terrorist brother by
revealing that life in the Palestinian camps was "like dying." He relates how a
sheikh told his brother that "to die for Allah is beautiful," that his parents will
be taken care of and that "...he'll live in paradise with 70 virgins." This
Arab/Muslim story-telling episode classically ends when his brother "straps
ten sticks of dynamite to his chest." The construction of Palestinians as
terrorists and the absence of representations of Israeli terrorism can be traced
to the fact that the U.S. is Israel's strongest military and financial supporter
(See Akram, 2002t

Finally, the cooperation of the Arab community in the 'fight against
terror' in the film supports the construction of terrorism as an Arab and
Muslim phenomenon. FBI agent Hubbard announces this support at the
beginning of the movie: "I just got off the phone with the leaders of the Arab
community. We have their complete support and cooperation. They want
these criminals brought to justice as badly as we do." Furthermore, the leader
of the Arab Anti-Defamation League presents a reminder of the support of
the Arab community in this statement; "I represent the Arab Anti-Defamation
League. Whatever injustices my people may be suffering at this very
moment, we will continue to show our commitment to this country." It is
noticeable how the suffering of the Arab community is hypothetical as shown
by the use of the modal auxiliary verb "may" and that patriotism takes
precedence over civil and human rights. Agent Hubbard, representing the FBI
and thus the establishment, rewards the position of the Arab Anti-Defamation
League in his statement; "I appreciate that. Thank you, sir." Towards the end
of the film, agent Frank Haddad presents another reassurance of cooperation,
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which also legitimizes the ill-treatment of Arabs and Muslims. After his son
is imprisoned in an internment camp for the sole reason of being of Arab and
Muslim descent, Haddad throws his FBI badge as he tells Hubbard: "tell
them I am not their sand nigger anymore." Surprisingly, a visit from Hubbard
convinces him to re-join the FBI and to postpone liberating his son.
Hubbard's decisive words were: "When this is over, I promise you, we'll get
your boy back."
C. The News

Not only do reporters comment on the bombings in New York City
throughout the movie, but politicians also provide their input. The events in
the film are powerfully constructed as reality. One reporter relates that: "the
worst terrorist bombings for the last five years in the United States took place
earlier today." President Clinton decides that "the cowards who committed
this murderous act must not go unpunished" and summarizes the events "the
explosions appear to be the act of terrorists. I'm outraged by the terrorist act."
Viewers are thus disposed to think of the events as factual and of the
'Muslim/Arab threat' as real. This encourages the dissemination and
reproduction of hate speech and hate crimes against Arabs and Muslims.

4. Conclusion
In The Siege, the framing of terrorism excludes establishment

violence and equates Arabs and Muslims with terrorism. Hall argues that
what is missing is just as important as what is represented.1O In the film, the
US government is not constructed as terrorizing the Arab and Muslim
populations in Brooklyn. Rather, terrorism is limited to violence from below.

Whereas allusions to the charms of the Middle East reveal the
exoticism of the East, Arabs and Muslims appear as threatening and fanatic
beings. In the first part of the movie, Samir is Sharon's lover. However, he
becomes the last terrorist cell when he attempts to bomb a march of peaceful
protesters and kills her. This positions Arab professors in the U.S. as violent
sponsors of terror. In contrast, the acceptable Arab is he who works for the
FBI and prioritizes 'serving his country' over his son's freedom. Leaders of
the Arab community also support the argument that security takes precedence
over rights in their willingness to sacrifice their freedoms in the name of
America's interests and their 'commitment to their country.'

Thus, The Siege participates in Orientalist discourse, which is the
Western discourse which concerns itself with the Orient. Orientalism relies
on Western "positional superiority.''The West constructs its sense of identity
through a comparison with the Orient. II

Previous studies that have examined the construction of Arab and
Muslim identities have shown that Arab and Muslim representations are
negative and Iimited.12 They have also documented the history of these
constructions, which precede the September II, 2001 attacks on the World
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Trade Center and the Pentagon. These analyses demonstrate that
Islamophobia and anti-Arab sentiments in the Western media precede
September 11, 2001. Historically, different ethnic groups have been vilified
because they presented a threat (See Wilson, Gutierrez, & Chao, 2003)13.
After the 'red menace' of communism, today Islam represents the 'green
menace.' These representations are not only vehicles of entertainment; they
participate in a wide-reaching discourse that dehumanizes Arabs and
Muslims. Categorizing them as threatening 'others' justifies violence targeted
at them, such as the war on Afghanistan, the war on Iraq, and the war on
Arab and Muslim communities in the U.S. evident in legislation such as the
U.S.A. Patriot Act, which particularly frames them as suspects of terror (see
Sherer)14.The material, emotional, and psychological reactions and responses
of the targeted communities are still a terrain that requires attention.
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