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Figure 3.9. Misleading maps in Green Zone. 

 

Figure 3.10. Frantic mapping in A Mighty Heart. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MUNICH: THE MOBILIZATION OF HISTORY 

 

This movie [Munich] is not an argument for non-response. On the 
contrary, this film is showing that a response that may be the right 
response is one that confronts you with some very difficult issues. 
And when we have to respond to terror today, what’s relevant is 
the need to go through a careful process, not to paralyze ourselves, 
not to prevent us from acting but to try to ensure that the results 
that we produce are the ones that we really intend. I mean, it’s the 
unintended results that are some of the worst and that are really 
going to bedevil us.  

Steven Spielberg1 

 

Steven Spielberg’s Munich (2005) revisits the 1972 Munich Olympics hostage 

crisis to ask questions about 9/11 and contemporary terrorism. The film reenacts both the 

Munich massacre, in which eleven Israeli athletes were murdered, and its aftermath 

when, according to various accounts, the Palestinian Arabs allegedly responsible were 

tracked down by Israeli secret agents and also murdered. Munich reflects and is part of a 

widespread and prevailing cultural tendency to make sense of the events of 9/11 through 

an appeal to historical analogy. This chapter will begin with a broad discussion of the 

ways historical discourse was used to lend meaning to and shape our understanding of 

9/11. In addition to considering the persistence of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a 

historical frame for or analogue of 9/11, I will provide a brief history of how this conflict 

has been depicted in Hollywood cinema, with a particular focus on the relationship 

between terrorism and history. The textual analysis of Munich will be produced in light 

of this film history, in order to demonstrate some of the key patterns, structures, and 

tropes from which Munich both draws and deviates. The chapter will conclude with a 

                                                             
1 Steven Spielberg, “Introduction by Steven Spielberg,” Munich, DVD, Universal 

Studios, 2006. 
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discussion of other post-9/11 films that return to the 1960s or 1970s, or what has 

generally been recognized as the most “international” era of militancy and terrorism, in 

order to map out how the violence of this period has been re-imagined. Situating the 

film’s approach to terrorism within this broader framework of post-9/11 internationally 

produced “terrorist” cinema allows us to consider what is at stake in Munich’s privileging 

of certain histories over others, while probing the limitations of the American cinematic 

approach to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict in relation to other perspectives from around 

the world. 

9/11 and Historical Analogy 

If the televised images of 9/11 were frequently assessed for their similarities to 

Hollywood action films, another prevalent strategy for making sense of and framing the 

events of 9/11 involved the mobilization of historical analogy. At times history was 

summoned to maintain and underscore the idea of American exceptionalism and unity, 

and even to rouse support for American retribution. One of the most widespread and 

immediate analogies circulated by both print journalism and television news outlets was 

that which compared 9/11 to the attack on Pearl Harbor.2 These comparisons often 

emphasized America’s innocence, while suggesting national unity, agreement and 

cooperation at the prospect of retaliation.3 Iconic images such as the firemen raising the 

flag at the site of the World Trade Center provided a patriotic parallel to the famous 

                                                             
2 This comparison also informs scholarship on 9/11. For instance, John Markert writes: 

“The attack and the visual carnage that Americans were exposed to on September 11, 2001, was 
reminiscent of those who sat glued to their radios on December 7, 1941, to hear reports about 
Pearl Harbor, and who later watched Movietone newsreels to view firsthand the devastation of 
the American fleet at Pearl.” Post-9/11 Cinema: Through a Lens Darkly (Lanham, MD: 
Scarecrow Press, 2011), p. vii. 

3 Marcia Landy, “‘America under Attack’: Pearl Harbor, 9/11, and History in the 
Media,” in Film and Television After 9/11, ed. Wheeler Winston Dixon (Southern Illinois 
University Press: Carbondale, 2004), pp. 79-100. 
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photograph of US marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima.4 In addition to allusions to Pearl 

Harbor and World War II more broadly, Susan Faludi’s study of public discourse in the 

months following 9/11, The Terror Dream: Fear and Fantasy in Post-9/11 America, 

argues that American media and advertising exploited 1950s Cold War imagery, 

reenacting “neofifties nuclear family ‘togetherness,’ redomesticated femininity, and 

reconstituted Cold War manhood.”5 As James Der Derian explained it: “By funneling the 

experience through the image of American exceptionalism, 9/11 quickly took on an 

exceptional ahistoricity. For the most part, history was only invoked—mainly in the sepia 

tones of World War II—to prepare America for the sacrifice and suffering that lay 

ahead.”6 

However, contrary to Der Derian’s claim, there were indeed quite a number of 

narratives—political, artistic, and intellectual—that mobilized counter-histories or 

historical analogies to challenge the notion of American exceptionalism, many of which 

used 9/11 as an occasion to scrutinize American foreign policy. As early as 2002 (what 

critics deemed “too early”), the omnibus film 11’09”01 shifted the examination of 9/11 

from a local, American frame of reference to a global one.7 Eleven renowned directors 

from eleven different countries, including Youssef Chahine, Amos Gitaï, Shōhei 

Imamura, Ken Loach, and Mira Nair, were given complete artistic freedom to respond to 

                                                             
4 Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the Middle 

East, 1945-2000 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005), p. 269. 

5 Susan Faludi, The Terror Dream: Fear and Fantasy in Post-9/11 America (New York: 
Metropolitan Books, 2007), p. 3. 

6 James Der Derian, “9/11: Before, After, and In Between,” in Terrorism, Media, 
Liberation, ed. David Slocum (New Brunswick, New Jersey and London: Rutgers University 
Press, 2005), p. 322. 

7 The film’s release was delayed in the United States until 2003, and it encountered 
challenges to distribution; in addition to the criticism targeting its release date, several critics 
complained that it was stridently anti-American, and that its formal requirements were highly 
insensitive. 
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9/11 minus one strict formal requirement; the films each had to be 11 minutes, 9 seconds, 

and one frame long. Several of these directors took the opportunity to make connections 

between 9/11 and politico-historical turmoil in their own countries. For instance, Danis 

Tanovic’s segment representing “Bosnia-Herzegovina,” establishes a parallel between 

9/11 and the tragedy of the Srebrenica massacre during which 8000 Bosniaks were killed 

from July 11, 1995 to July 22, 1995—a massacre that is commemorated on the 11
th

 day 

of every month.  

Other segments go further and even at this early stage, anticipate or prefigure the 

way history would be activated to challenge and critique the United States’ status as the 

world’s superpower following 9/11. For example, the “England” segment directed by 

Ken Loach is an epistolary-styled documentary in which Pablo, a Chilean exile and 

narrator of the film, addresses and sympathizes with the family members of the 9/11 

victims, while disclosing the details of his own “9/11.” Pablo provides a brief history of 

the Chilean coup d’état that took place on September 11, 1973 when the Chilean military 

(unofficially supported by then American President Richard Nixon and the CIA) 

overthrew the democratically elected (socialist) President Salvador Allende. 

Accompanied by graphic photographs and documentary footage of Chileans who have 

been tortured and murdered, this historical narrative also references the painful aftermath 

of General Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorial rule and the new regime’s use of torture camps 

(led by individuals trained at the School of the Americas). While sensitive to the loss 

suffered by the 9/11 families the narrator insists the audience acknowledge a brutal 

history of American foreign policy in which “your leaders set out to destroy us.” To do 

so, seems in line with Judith Butler’s conceptualization of American foreign policy as a 

“condition” rather than the “cause” of 9/11—one that cannot be divorced from current 

political turmoil.8 Susan Buck-Morss also advocates for this approach to history, and like 

                                                             
8 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London and 

New York: Verso), pp. 11-18.  
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Loach, inserts the Chilean coup of 1973 in her discussion of 9/11 and American ethos and 

responsibility: 

To think these two September 11 events simultaneously – to think 
Kissinger and Pinochet together as criminals against humanity, to 
think the US School of the Americas together with the al-Qaeda 
camps in Afghanistan as terrorist training grounds – is precisely 
what a global public must be capable of doing.9 

Given these varied formulations and analogues, what is clear is that while the invocation 

of history becomes a prominent discursive strategy for framing 9/11, history is also a 

considerable site of contestation for the way the violence of that day was assessed, 

translated, and understood. Writers, filmmakers, media analysts, and government officials 

disagreed over whether to contain the meaning of 9/11, or to arrive at some 

understanding based within a much larger framework. Thus, while some approached the 

events discretely, before a restricted and narrow backdrop that focused on present 

conditions or the immediate aftermath of 9/11, others insisted on assimilating the 

terrorism of 9/11 into a broader historical and geopolitical landscape.  

The Palestinian-Israeli Conflict as an Analogue of 9/11 

The dominant (and most popular) appeals to history may have re-asserted 

American exceptionalism, or a clash of civilizations rhetoric that pitted the United States 

against the Middle East. However, there were challenges to, tensions around, and fissures 

in that configuration, several of which made their way into mainstream media. One of the 

most persistent and enduring analogues of 9/11 was the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 

particularly in relation to what was viewed (in both positive and negative terms) as the 

United States’ unconditional support of and alliance with Israel. Although it was not until 

                                                             
9 Susan Buck-Morss, Thinking Past Terror: Islamism and Critical Theory on the Left 

(London and New York: Verso), pp. 29-30. For Buck-Morss, the two September 11 events point 
to a history in which the United States has attacked the secular left (“nurturing figures like Osama 
bin Laden [and] Saddam Hussein […] and leaders of the Taliban,” partly to undermine the 
progress made by the Arab Left of the 1970s), when that progress has been understood as 
“antithetical to US military and economic interests,” p. 30.  
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2009, near the 60
th
 anniversary of Israel’s creation, that Osama bin Laden released an 

audio recording in which he declared the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was a “main factor” 

behind the 9/11 attacks,10 attention was directed to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict almost 

immediately. Jeffrey Melnick writes: “However much Osama bin Laden and his 

followers may or may not care about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the wedge-driving 

rumors on the American scene make it clear that Americans knew right away that 

somehow the 9/11 attacks were related to conflict in the Middle East.”11 A greatly 

polarizing issue for some time, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict would come to serve as a 

springboard for renewed interest in and analysis of American foreign policy and debates 

about terrorism after 9/11. As with the broader mobilizations of history, discussions of 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict indicate the anxiety and instability around what role 

history plays for 9/11, with varying ideological positions regarding terrorism proving to 

be almost as contentious as the conflict itself.  

The previously discussed 11’09”01, for instance, connects the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict to 9/11 with two separate fictional shorts that espouse oppositional views of 

history. The “Egypt” segment (directed by Chahine) alternates between Israel and New 

York City to suggest that Palestinian suicide bombers and 9/11 terrorists are an outcome 

of America’s financial support of Israel, while the “Israel” segment (directed by Gitaï) 

features a live television broadcast of the immediate aftermath of a suicide bomber’s 

attack in Israel that gets interrupted by breaking news of the 9/11 attacks. Chahine’s film 

imagines the 9/11 attacks as fallout from American foreign policy (with the United States 

doing too much for Israel), whereas Gitaï’s film conceptualizes 9/11 as an extension of 

                                                             
10 CBS News, “Bin Laden: Palestinian Cause Prompted 9/11,” February 11, 2009, 

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2008/05/16/terror/main4102367.shtml. 

11 Jeffrey Melnick, 9/11 Culture (Malden, MA and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), p. 
28. The wedge-driving rumors to which Melnick refers include the unsubstantiated allegations 
following in the wake of 9/11 that Arabs in the Detroit, Michigan area were celebrating and 
cheering the attacks.  
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the terrorism Israel is made to endure (with the United States not doing enough for 

Israel). This film was not easily accessible to the American public given the challenges to 

its distribution, but the constellation formed by U.S. foreign policy, support for Israel, 

and Palestinian terrorism, quickly became a talking point in the days following the 9/11 

attacks,12 demonstrating the conflict’s centrality to issues of terrorism on the domestic 

front as well as in an international context.  

Israeli government officials discussed the terror of 9/11 as an appendage to or 

continuation of the terrorism Israelis suffered at the hands of Palestinian terrorists. Only 

one day after the 9/11 attacks and before anyone definitively knew who was responsible 

for them, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon reasserted the bonds between the U.S. and Israel, 

by referring to the 9/11 attacks as an assault on “our common values,” adding, “I believe 

together that we can fight these forces of evil.”13 Asked about how he felt the attacks 

would impact U.S. Israeli relations, former Israeli Prime Minister, Benjamin Netanyahu 

replied: “It’s very good. Well, not very good, but it will generate immediate sympathy.” 

Netanyahu also iterated that the attacks would, “strengthen the bonds between our two 

peoples, because we’ve experienced terror over so many decades, but the United States 

has now experienced a massive hemorrhaging of terror.”14 In a similar vein, Laurie 

Goodstein of the New York Times wrote: “For many Jewish leaders, the wail of sirens and 

the ensuing panic was all too reminiscent of the suicide bombings that have recently 

                                                             
12 Marcia Landy, p. 79. Landy cites an interview between CBS News anchorman Dan 

Rather where he asks Israeli foreign minister, Shimon Perez, if a connection could be made 
between the 9/11 attacks and the U.S. support of Israel. 

13 James Bennett, “A Day of Terror: The Israelis; Spilled Blood Is Seen as Bond That 
Draws 2 Nations Closer,” New York Times, September 12, 2001, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/12/us/day-terror-israelis-spilled-blood-seen-bond-that-draws-2-
nations-closer.html. 

14 Ibid. 
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paralyzed Israel.”15 
Goodstein also naturalizes the opposition between Arabs/Muslims 

and Jews, while linking the 9/11 terrorist attacks to Palestinian terrorist attacks in Israel: 

In the face of suspicion and discrimination, Muslims struggled to 
assert their identities as loyal American citizens and to say that 
their religion does not approve of violence against innocents. Jews, 
meanwhile, could not help linking the victimization of Americans 
to that of Jews in Israel.16 

Furthermore, the article points to anxiety around the United States’ support of Israel, with 

Abraham Foxman of the Anti-Defamation League suggesting that some American Jews 

might be nervous “that the rest of the country will conclude that the United States’ 

alliance with Israel ‘is too high a price to pay.’”17 Conversely, in her response to the 

highly televised images of some Palestinians dancing in celebration of the attacks, 

Palestinian legislator Hanan Ashrawi claimed: 

We as victims ourselves feel nothing but sympathy to the 
American victims and to humanity as a whole. We feel we have a 
common bond. We are being shelled and killed daily. We are 
living in a state of siege.18 

Ashrawi’s analogy, which links 9/11 to Palestinian suffering, was recapitulated in well-

known New York City poet Suheir Hammad’s much cited work “first writing since”: “if 

there are any people on earth who understand how new york is/feeling right now, they are 

                                                             
15 Laurie Goodstein, “In the U.S., Echoes of Rift of Muslims and Jews,” New York 

Times, September 12, 2001, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/12/nyregion/12RELA.html?pagewanted=all. 

16 Ibid. For a useful and relevant analysis of systematic post-9/11 biases towards and 
repeated conflation of Arabs/Muslims in the New York Times, see Suad Joseph, Benjamin 
D’Harlingue, and Alvin Ka Hin Wong, “Arab Americans and Muslim Americans in the New York 
Times, Before and After 9/11,” in Race and Arab Americans Before and After 9/11: From 
Invisible Citizens to Visible Subjects, eds. Amaney Jamal and Nadine Naber (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2008), pp. 229-275. 

17 Laurie Goodstein.  

18 CNN, “America Under Attack: Ashrawi: Celebrations ‘Misleading’,” YouTube video, 
0:57, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dOQW5EyVq0E. 
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in the west bank and the gaza strip.”19 9/11’s apparent significance to the Arab-Israeli 

conflict even made its way into the Israeli film Lebanon (Samuel Moaz, 2009), which 

looks back to Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon. Told from the perspective of Israeli 

soldiers inside a tank, the film includes an image of a bombed–out tourism office, on 

which is painted nothing other than a mural of the World Trade Center (figure 4.1).20  

These various reflections, both popular and official, suggest that 9/11 put a 

spotlight on the place of American foreign policy in relation to the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

while simultaneously demonstrating that configurations of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

were not stable in relation to 9/11. In terms of mainstream or popular rhetoric, 9/11 was 

used to bolster support for Israel, but it was also used (if less frequently and more 

provocatively) to call attention to the victimization of the Palestinians, and to censure 

American foreign policy in the Middle East at large. Not intimidated by President George 

W. Bush’s proclamation that “you’re either with us or the terrorists,” prominent cultural 

critic Susan Sontag asked: “Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a ‘cowardly’ 

attack on ‘civilization’ or ‘liberty’ or ‘humanity’ or ‘the free world’ but an attack on the 

world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American 

alliances and actions?”21  

                                                             
19 Suheir Hammad, “first writing since,” in Trauma at Home: After 9/11, ed. Judith 

Greenberg (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2003), p. 141. Hammad’s poem 
received broad circulation after Hip-hop mogul Russell Simmons encountered it and signed 
Hammad to a deal with HBO’s Def Poetry Jam. 

20 Although outside the scope of this dissertation, it is worth investigating how a recent 
spate of liberal and critically celebrated Israeli films like Beaufort (Joseph Cedar, 2007), Waltz 
with Bashir (Ari Folman, 2008), and Lebanon (all representing the Israeli invasion of Lebanon), 
privileges the trauma, compassion, and guilt of the Israeli soldier, while depicting only the most 
tangential encounters with the civilian Lebanese population—in some cases, erasing the latter 
from the picture entirely. Chapter five, however, will explore how a similar relationship between 
combat and trauma is vital to the post-9/11 Hollywood combat film.  

21 Susan Sontag, “The Talk of the Town,” New Yorker, September 24, 2001, p. 32, 
http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2001/09/24/010924ta_talk_wtc. 
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As a post-9/11 Hollywood film that engages with the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 

and one that revisits and reenacts a particular historical moment to do so, Munich 

provides a fruitful site for considering the way history was mobilized to argue about and 

comment on contemporary violence and terrorism. Before shifting to a closer 

examination of Munich, it would be useful to provide a brief overview of Hollywood 

films that feature the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and draw attention to the topic of 

terrorism.   

Hollywood’s Representation of the Palestinian-Israeli 

Conflict 

As perhaps the most important and well-known spokesperson for the Palestinians, 

the late Edward W. Said argued that the problematic relationship Palestinians have had to 

the visible is twofold. At one level, they have had to struggle against invisibility, their 

very presence undermined by the Zionist phrase: “We are a people without a land going 

to a land without a people.”22 In other words, Palestinian narratives and histories have 

largely been repressed or made invisible by official Israel history. Whether in the Israeli 

seizures of their media outlets, the destruction of their film archives, the demolition of 

their homes, or the renaming of their towns and villages, Palestinians have had to endure 

systematic challenges to and even denials of their existence. But Said also suggests that 

when Palestinians have been made visible, their “appearance” is deeply impacted and 

tainted by media biases and images that situate and stereotype Palestinians in relation to 

terrorism.23 

These associations with violence largely originate with the heavily mediated and 

publicized terror campaigns of various Palestinian militant groups in the 1970s, including 

                                                             
22 Edward W. Said, “Preface,” in Dreams of a Nation: On Palestinian Cinema, ed. 

Hamid Dabashi (London and New York: Verso, 2006), pp. 2-3. 

23 Ibid.  
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Skyjack Sunday in September of 1970, in which the PFLP (Popular Front for the 

Liberation of Palestine) hijacked three airliners, and the Munich massacre in September 

of 1972.24 Such associations would be further circulated and reinforced in many 

Hollywood action films from the same period.25 Although Hollywood had previously 

referenced Arab and Jewish relations, and underscored the persecution of the Jews in 

films such as Ben Hur (William Wyler, 1959) or The King of Kings (Nicholas Ray, 

1961), it did so allegorically or in biblical terms, primarily capitalizing on the pageantry 

of ancient history.26 The important exception was Exodus (Otto Preminger, 1960), which 

despite continuing to exploit a kind of biblical authority (as its title suggests), directly 

engaged with the much more recent history of the birth of Israel as a nation-state.  

Based on the best-selling novel by Leon Uris, Exodus is considered one of the 

most influential introductions to the conflict for Americans, who until then had little 

exposure to the politics of modern-day Israel.27 In its story about the founding of Israel, 

the film renders an image of powerful, masculine Jewish male identity in the character of 

Ari Ben Canaan (Paul Newman), who orchestrates the illegal entry of holocaust survivors 

into present-day Israel, where he fights the occupying British forces and hostile Arabs (as 

Jack Shaheen correctly points out, they are never referred to as “Palestinians” or 

                                                             
24 Bethami A. Dobkin, “The Television Terrorist,” in Terrorism, Media, Liberation, ed. 

J. David Slocum (New Brunswick, NJ and London: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 124.  

25 These associations might also be understood as the result of discourse that narrowly 
named and defined what terrorism was. As historian Melani McAlister describes it: “Of the many 
kinds of activity that might fit various definitions of terrorism, the discourse of terrorist threat in 
the 1980s focused on only one set—those highly visible and dramatic actions, such as hijackings 
and bombings, that came to dominate news coverage in the United States,” p. 201.  

26 See Melani McAlister for a provocative discussion of how biblical epics, including 
The Ten Commandments (1956), Quo Vadis (1952), and Ben-Hur (1959), can be understood in 
light of the founding of Israel and the Suez Crisis in the Middle East, pp. 43-83. 

27 Edward Tivnan, The Lobby: Jewish Political Power and American Foreign Policy 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), p. 51.  
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“Palestinian Arabs”—instead references to “Palestinians” refer to Jews).28A number of 

scholars have argued that Ari embodies the idealized Jewish male body, one who 

“transforms from advocating nonviolence to supporting violence as the only means of 

achieving statehood.”29 The film, which mobilizes holocaust memory to advance the 

militarization of Jews, nonetheless, refers to the Jewish bombers of the occupying British 

as “freedom fighters” rather than terrorists.  

The militarist Zionist narrative that informs Exodus remains intact in Hollywood 

films from the 1970s and 1980s. However, Arab characters begin to figure more 

prominently with stories inspired by real-life Palestinian militant and terroristic acts. 

Following upon the 1967 defeat of the Arab countries by Israel in the Six Day War, 

Palestinians would play a more militant role due to the Israeli occupation of Arab 

territories, and films like 21 Hours in Munich (William H. Graham, 1976), Black Sunday 

(John Frankenheimer, 1977), Hanna K. (Costa Gavras, 1983), and The Little Drummer 

Girl (George Roy Hill, 1984) depicted this turn to violence. In fact, Spielberg’s Munich, 

which draws from the Munich massacre (as do both 21 Hours in Munich and Black 

Sunday), might be said to be more closely related to 1970s terrorism films, than to the 

blockbuster terrorism films of the 1990s, such as True Lies (James Cameron, 1994) and 

Executive Decision (Stuart Baird, 1996), which avoid any references to real-life groups 

or historical episodes. 21 Hours in Munich offers a re-enactment of the Munich massacre, 

one that readily exploits the reality effect by using the original Olympic village where the 

hostage crisis took place for its setting. Similarly, Black Sunday’s fictitious narrative 

about Palestinian terrorists who (with the support of a disgruntled Vietnam veteran) hope 

to take advantage of live television by detonating a Goodyear blimp (carrying a bomb) 

                                                             
28 Jack Shaheen, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People (New York: Olive 

Branch Press, 2001), p 191. 

29 Robert Cettl, Terrorism in American Cinema: An Analytical Filmography, 1960-2008 
(Jefferson, North Carolina and London: McFarland & Company, 2009), p. 119. 
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during the Super Bowl, not only recalls the Munich massacre, it names its fictional 

terrorists as members of Black September, the group that carried out the actual massacre.   

While a film like Delta Force (Menahem Golan, 1986), inspired by the 1985 

hijacking of TWA Flight 847 from Athens to New York, also exploits various historical 

referents, thus, echoing the strategies of films like Black Sunday, its adherence to both B-

film and action genre standards, provides a portrait of terrorism in the most Manichean of 

terms, and prefigures the caricatures of crazed Arab and/or Muslim terrorists that emerge 

in later films like Navy Seals (Lewis Teague, 1990), True Lies, or Executive Decision.30 

But 21 Hours in Munich, Hanna K. or The Little Drummer Girl, and even Black Sunday, 

point out (to varying degrees) a more complex handling of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 

This is noteworthy because on one level, these films provide a kind of template that a 

“liberal” film like Munich will follow some thirty years later. But perhaps just as 

importantly, these films work against the long-enduring notion that Arab terrorists are 

always presented in psychological (mostly psychopathic or evil) terms.31 
 

This is not to suggest that all of these films present favorable images of 

Palestinians, although this is certainly the case for Hanna K., which offers rare glimpses 

of Israeli occupation and oppression. The audience is made aware of the re-naming of 

                                                             
30 For more production information about Cannon Films, which was purchased by Israeli 

filmmakers Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus in 1979, and which contributed to the depiction 
of caricatured Arab terrorists in The Delta Force, Delta Force 3: The Killing Game (1991), and 
Killing Streets (1991) see Stephen Prince, A New Pot of Gold: Hollywood Under the Electronic 
Rainbow, 1980-1989 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000), pp. 150-
151. 

31 Tim Jon Semmerling’s “Evil” Arabs in American Popular Film: Orientalist Fear 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006), for instance, because of its insistence on the category 
of “evil,” fails to acknowledge a number of sophisticated strategies and tropes that inform the 
production of negative images of Arabs onscreen. Many of these images are troubling precisely 
because they cannot be accused of being wholly ahistorical, caricatured, or outlandish. Helena 
Vanhala’s The Depiction of Terrorists in Blockbuster Hollywood Films, 1980-2001 (Jefferson, 
North Carolina and London: McFarland & Company, 2011) begins with a discussion of the 
Munich massacre, but her periodization prevents her from discussing the terrorist films of the 
1970s, and even though these films ultimately participate in constructing negative portraits of 
Arabs, they do so largely by avoiding exaggeration or vapid stereotypes.  
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Palestinian villages, and even given a tour of a refugee camp by the film’s attractive 

Palestinian protagonist and accused terrorist Selim (Mohammad Bakri). Significantly, the 

narrative of Hanna K. also begins with the seizure of Selim’s family home, thus 

positioning his resentment towards Israelis as a response to this victimization.32 Even a 

film like Black Sunday, which argues that Israeli “counter-terrorism” is necessary, points 

to Israeli responsibility for Palestinian terrorism. Israeli Major Kabakov (Robert Shaw), 

for instance, is informed by an Egyptian diplomat that Dahlia Iyad (Marthe Keller), the 

fictional Black September terrorist he is hunting down, is the victim of Israeli occupation 

and oppression. We are informed that her father and brother were killed by Israelis while 

she, her mother, and sister were expelled from Palestine (and her sister subsequently 

raped in the war of 1956). Showing Major Kabakov a photo of Dahlia, the diplomat says: 

“Look at it. After all, in a way she is your creation.” While the film may acknowledge the 

victimization of Palestinians, what takes precedence is the current threat of terrorism at 

the Super Bowl. Robert Cettl accurately describes the logic of Black Sunday: 

Whether the blame per se rests with either side is irrelevant now as 
the rise of terrorism has superseded any “cause.” The suggestion 
that Israel may be in theory responsible for the rise of terrorism 
and for people like Keller makes it a double imperative for Shaw to 
stop Keller before she can attack the USA.

33 
 

In other words, many of the films that make arguments for counter-terrorism or 

aggressive intelligence seem to rely on strategies that move beyond a pure vilification of 

Palestinians.  

Perhaps one of the most intricate and complex treatments of the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict is The Little Drummer Girl. Based on the best-selling eponymous novel by John 

le Carré, The Little Drummer Girl follows Charlie (Diane Keaton), an impulsive actress 

                                                             
32 In contrast The Little Drummer Girl begins with the bombing of an Israeli embassy by 

a Palestinian terrorist and his Swedish girlfriend, and later in Munich, the narrative begins with 
the murder of Israeli athletes by Palestinians.  

33 Robert Cettl, p. 47.  
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who over the course of the film, moves from strongly sympathizing with the Palestinian 

cause to working as a double agent for the Israelis.  The film begins with Charlie 

attending a university event during which she earnestly expresses her support for Michel, 

the guest lecturer and Palestinian terrorist-in-hiding (the donning of a ski mask makes 

him unidentifiable). Soon after the event, she finds herself seduced by Michel, who it 

turns out is really Joseph (Yorgo Voyagis), an undercover Israeli Mossad agent. Joseph is 

hoping to recruit Charlie for the Mossad with the goal of capturing Michel’s brother, who 

is the leader of the Palestinian terrorist organization in question. After a grueling 

interrogation/psychoanalysis session, the Mossad agents break down Charlie, proving 

that she is a pathological liar who has fabricated every detail of her personal life; the 

agents intimate that her penchant for “acting “and her fanciful imagination have 

prevented her from having a truthful encounter with reality. The psychological exercise 

serves to convince Charlie that her support for the Palestinians is likewise disingenuous 

and motivated by her love of melodrama. If there is any doubt that the Palestinian cause 

is itself undermined or contaminated by this discovery, in what ensues the film solidifies 

its associations and connections between Palestinians, deception, and performance.   

With Charlie pretending to be the girlfriend of the captured Michel, her assigned 

task as a double agent is to convince the Palestinians to let her join their terrorist 

organization. In the process of being coached by the Mossad, she is given a detailed 

history lesson of the Palestinians. Thus, like Black Sunday, the film makes ample 

reference to the historical victimization of the Palestinians—she is told about the Deir 

Yassin Massacre on April 9, 1948, where 254 Palestinian villagers (including women and 

children) were killed by Israeli paramilitary. She is told about Michel’s family—the 

killing of his grandfather by Zionists, the demolition of their homes in 1967 by Israeli 

tanks. The strangest aspect of this history, of course, is that it is told to us by Joseph 

acting as Michel. When Charlie appears sufficiently moved by the details, Joseph asks 

her: “Does it play?” This history, real or not, is delegitimized as performance and 
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melodramatic manipulation.34 According to the film’s logic, the Palestinians perform 

victimization and exploit history to commit and justify violence. Do the Israelis commit 

violent acts in the film? Yes, they do, but unlike the Palestinian terrorists, who exhibit 

little remorse for their actions, The Little Drummer Girl frequently shows the Israeli 

Mossad agents feeling bad about what they “must” do—this distinction or dividing line 

will resurface to play a quintessential role in Munich. 

As previously mentioned, films showcasing Arab/Muslim terrorists are plentiful 

in the 1990s, but while they feature hijackings and the work of suicide bombers, they 

(unlike The Siege) rarely allude to historical referents or actual events. Furthermore, they 

avoid identifying the nationalities of terrorists, so that most of them are racialized as 

villainous but undifferentiated Arab/Muslim Others. This context is what makes 

Munich’s retreat into the past particularly noteworthy. The film references a specific 

historical event and period in order to make associations between the Palestinian 

terrorism of the 1970s and contemporary terrorism. Mike Chopra-Gant claims: “Munich 

evokes a teleological vision of history, which implies a direct chain of causation that 

links the events of Munich in 1972 with those of 9/11.”35 In considering how Munich 

filters the massacre through the lens of 9/11, it would prove advantageous to question 

what kind of history the film privileges and what kind of history it disregards. 

Dubbed “the Carefree Games,” the 1972 Munich Olympics attempted to break 

away from the legacy of the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin and the associations with 

Munich as the birthplace of Nazism, by promoting and advertising an image of 

                                                             
34 It is difficult not to see the affinity between this use of and ultimate delegitimizing of 

history in The Little Drummer Girl and that of The Siege, where (as discussed in chapter two), 
Samir, the Palestinian terrorist’s history is also marked as excessive, performative, and ultimately 
dishonest. And like Samir, who is attempting to kill peaceful demonstrators protesting the 
interment of Arabs, the Palestinian terrorists in The Little Drummer Girl are aiming to kill none 
other than a Jewish peacenik professor.  

35 Mike Chopra-Gant, Cinema and History: The Telling of Stories (London and New 
York: Wallflower, 2008), p. 96.  
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welcoming benevolence, tolerance, and internationalism.36 According to David Clay 

Large: “Records from Bavarian archives relating to the preparations for Munich ’72 make 

clear that the planning process was dominated by the imperative of thoroughly distancing 

these Games from those infamous ‘Nazi Games’ of 1936, and indeed from all 

associations with the Third Reich.”37 The Black September Organization (BSO) would 

take full advantage of the guaranteed publicity of the event, and the added pressure the 

Germans would presumably feel to meet the terrorists’ demands.38 In exchange for the 

nine Israeli hostages (two of the Israelis who had struggled against the terrorists had 

already been killed), the BSO demanded the release and safe passage of 234 Arabs held 

in Israeli prisons, in addition to well-known Red Army Faction (RAF) members Andreas 

Baader and Ulrike Meinhof who were held in a German prison. Although initial news 

reports claimed that all of the Israeli hostages were rescued, it was later discovered that in 

fact all of the hostages had been killed, in what many considered a highly botched rescue 

mission on the part of the German authorities.  

Munich is not a surprising choice for Spielberg, given the turn to history in his 

own career as a filmmaker (Schindler’s List [1993], Amistad [1997], Saving Private Ryan 

[1998], and Lincoln [2012]),39 and what Yosefa Loshitzky has referred to as his 

                                                             
36 See One Day in September (Kevin Macdonald, 1999), an American documentary 

about the Munich massacre, which describes the various strategies and slogans used by the 
planners of the 1972 Munich Olympics to repress the associations with Germany’s dark past.   

37 David Clay Large, “Massacre in Munich: The Olympic Terror Attacks of 1972 in 
Historical Perspective,” Historically Speaking 10, no. 2 (April 2009), p. 2. 

38 The BSO is itself a group that formed around the commemoration of a violent event, 
the clashes between Jordan’s military and Palestinian fighters (begun in September 1970) that led 
to the death of thousands, mostly Palestinians, and the eventual expulsion of the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (PLO) to Lebanon. 

39 It is worthwhile to note that most of the directors with which this project engages 
demonstrate a consistent interest in history or historical films. Edward Zwick’s career as a 
director includes films such as Glory (1989), Courage Under Fire (1996), Blood Diamond 
(2006), and Defiance (2008). Paul Greengrass’ filmography includes Bloody Sunday (2002) and 
The Green Zone (2010). Oliver Stone’s approach to history has been subjected to the greatest 
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transition “from a ‘nondidactic’ popular entertainer to his much published ‘rebirth’ as a 

Jewish artist.”
40

 As Spielberg described it: “I made this picture [Munich] as a committed 

Jew, a pro-Israeli Jew and yet a human Jew. I made this movie out of love for both of my 

countries, USA and Israel.”41 As with all historical films, Munich is strongly shaped by a 

contemporary sensibility and awareness. Robert Burgoyne has, for example, argued that 

Saving Private Ryan filters “the events of World War II through the lens of Holocaust 

remembrance,” by “implausibly” repurposing America’s involvement in the war as a 

battle against the “horrors of the Holocaust.”42 Invoking Peter Enrenhaus’ connection of 

the film’s title to Schindler’s List’s tagline (“Whoever saves one life, saves the entire 

world”), Burgoyne claims that holocaust memory informs Spielberg’s oeuvre at large.
 43 

Munich, in particular, relies on the memory of the holocaust, while also framing its 

exploration of the Munich massacre in relation to the terrorism of 9/11.44 That Spielberg 

asks us to make connections between Munich and 9/11 is clear not only in his interviews 

of the film, but also in Munich’s final, lingering shot of the World Trade Center, which 

directly follows an extended discussion of terrorism (and the merits of responding to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
amount of controversy, his films including Salvador (1987), Platoon (1986) , JFK (1991), Nixon 
(1995), and W. (2008).  

40 Yosefa Loshitzky, “Introduction,” in Spielberg’s Holocaust: Critical Perspectives on 
“Schindler’s List,” ed. Yosefa Loshitzky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), p. 12.  

41 Andrew Anthony, “The Eye of the Storm,” Guardian, January 21, 2006, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/2006/jan/22/awardsandprizes.oscars2006. 

42 Robert Burgoyne, The Hollywood Historical Film (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), p. 
50. Burgoyne refers to emotional reactions in the film that assume prior knowledge of Nazi death 
camps. 

43 Ibid., p. 61. 

44 Similarly, in the foreword to the 2006 edition of Vengeance, “Avner,” the man in 
charge of killing the men supposedly behind the Munich massacre, relies on the same 
formulation: “[H]ow can we possibly consider merely turning the other cheek to adversaries who 
are willing to commit crimes on the order of the Munich massacre or 9/11—or, for that matter, 
the Holocaust?” See George Jonas, Vengeance (London: Harper Perennial, 2006), p. xiv.  



121 
 

 
 

terrorism) (figure 4.2). What, then, are the implications of conceptualizing or envisioning 

the Munich massacre as an analogue of 9/11, and how does this historical frame ask us to 

understand the dimensions of terrorism in relation to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict?  In 

order to more fully consider how Munich represents an American response to 9/11, my 

analysis of the film will be followed by a discussion of other post-9/11 films, which 

return to and map out the volatile period of 1960s and 1970s international terrorism.  

Munich 

The screenplay of Munich (co-authored by Eric Roth and Tony Kushner) is based 

on the book Vengeance by the conservative writer George Jonas, which purports to 

document the true (but unofficial) story of the Israeli Mossad’s response to the Munich 

massacre.45 Loshitzky’s claim that Spielberg’s “collaboration with Tony Kushner, a mild 

critic of Israeli policies who is a hate-figure for U.S. ultra-Zionists helped him present his 

film as morally courageous, nonbiased, balanced, and respectful of the two opposite 

narratives of the ‘conflict’,”46 is suggestive of how Munich touted its liberalism and 

sensitivity in a manner similar to The Siege (Edward Zwick, 1998). The film begins with 

a group of men (later identified as members of Black September) breaking into the 

Olympic Village.47 After only a brief glimpse of the men forcing their way into one of 

the apartments housing the Israeli athletes, Munich shifts to a montage sequence 

                                                             
45 Like “members of the Israeli government [that] have accused Spielberg of ‘moral 

equivalence’ in drawing comparisons between the terrorists and counter-terrorists,” Jonas has 
distanced himself from the film. Andrew Anthony. See also Jonas’ own website where he bitterly 
details the transformation of his book for the screen under the revealing blog title “The Spielberg 
Massacre.” George Jonas (blog), January 7, 2006, 
http://www.georgejonas.ca/recent_writing.aspx?id=382 

46 Yosefa Loshitzky, “The Post-Holocaust Jew in the Age of ‘The War on Terror’: 
Steven Spielberg’s Munich,” Journal of Palestine Studies 15, no. 2 (Winter 2011), p. 80.  

47 Interestingly, while Jonas claims that there was speculation regarding whether or not 
the terrorists were assisted with their entry into the Olympic Village, in the film, the men are 
aided over the gate by American athletes, in yet another gesture that points to Arab terrorists 
taking advantage of American inclusivity and generosity. 
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composed of television news broadcasts in various languages explaining that members of 

the Israeli Olympic team have been taken hostage. The television footage finally informs 

its viewers that all of the Israeli hostages have been killed. In Israel, Avner (Eric Bana), 

who is fresh out of the Israeli military, is soon recruited to lead a team that will track and 

murder the Palestinians believed to have been behind the massacre. He meets the rest of 

these Mossad agents in Frankfurt, where they first begin to search for the whereabouts of 

the wanted Palestinians. Over the course of a few years, the group of agents kills nine of 

the eleven men said to be responsible, until Avner, progressively more anguished over 

the murders he has committed, finally leaves the Mossad and joins his wife and daughter 

for a new life in New York City. In returning to some of the salient questions and ideas 

that shape this dissertation, my analysis of Munich will focus on the film’s relationship to 

and representation of temporality, expertise/knowledge, and history.  

Temporality 

Unlike many of the other films discussed in depth, that share similar formal 

patterns in their engagement with temporality, Munich’s narrative diverges in its 

organization of time. The Siege, Syriana (Stephen Gaghan, 2005), Rendition (Gavin 

Hood, 2007) and The Kingdom (Peter Berg, 2007), for example, are structured by a 

“ticking-bomb” scenario, also serialized in 24 (Joel Surnow and Robert Cochran, 2001-

2010), and later, fetishized in The Hurt Locker (Kathryn Bigelow, 2008), which centers 

on the suspenseful and nerve-racking work of an army bomb disposal team in Iraq. In his 

article about 24, Slavoj Žižek discusses how the television show’s insistence on “real 

time” (reflected by each episode and commercial break) and a recurring “ticking-bomb” 

storyline are used to sanction torture: 

This brings up a crucial question: What does this all-pervasive 
sense of urgency mean ethically? The pressure of events is so 
overbearing, the stakes are so high, that they necessitate a 
suspension of ordinary ethical concerns. After all, displaying moral 
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qualms when the lives of millions are at stake plays into the hands 
of the enemy.48  

Unlike 24, Munich does not allude to the use of torture, and its narrative time is not 

motivated or driven by the possibility of averting an impending catastrophe. Instead the 

emphasis shifts to a defense of violence after the catastrophe has taken place. 

Additionally, the film works to distinguish the violence and “counter-terrorist” measures 

of its Israeli heroes from the terrorism of the Palestinians. If it does this by looking 

forward to 9/11, it also does it by looking back to the holocaust—to an earlier history of 

systematic violence against Jews. In other words, it licenses the Mossad’s course of 

action by characterizing Palestinian terrorism as another example of targeted attacks on 

Jews that can be attributed to a long-suffered and universalized anti-Semitism rather than 

situating that terrorism in relation to a specific set of historical and political conditions or 

a conflict that is sui generis. In terms of this logic, the catastrophe that the agents might 

be said to avert is another holocaust. As the character of Golda Meir states in the film 

before assembling the team that will track down the Palestinians behind Munich: 

“Ambushed and slaughtered again while the rest of the world is playing games…Olympic 

torches and brass bands and dead Jews in Germany, and the world couldn’t care less.” 

Munich’s insistence on looking back also takes the form of flashbacks that 

function to further distinguish the actions of the Mossad agents from the terrorism to 

which they are responding. As previously noted, the film’s fictional reenactment of the 

Munich attacks is only briefly glimpsed at the beginning of the film, interrupted by 

documentary news footage that skips to the outcome of the hostage crisis, when we 

finally discover that all of the Israeli hostages and many of the Palestinian hostage takers 

have been killed. Over the course of Munich’s narrative, the film revisits the hostage 

situation, filling in the events that took place from the beginning of the crisis to its final 

                                                             
48 Slavoj Žižek, “The Depraved Heroes of 24 are the Himmlers of Hollywood,” 

Guardian, January 12, 2006, http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2006/jan/10/usnews.comment. 
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stage at Fürstenfeldbruck airbase. The film, however, disperses this information over its 

duration, rupturing the present at four different instances with flashbacks that 

progressively piece together the event, thereby reconstructing the past. 

The segmented flashbacks are noteworthy for a number of reasons. Rather 

mysteriously, they originate from the perspective of Avner, despite the fact that he is 

thousands of miles away when the hostage situation takes place. While live television 

made footage of the terrorists at Olympic Village accessible to viewers during the earlier 

stages of the crisis, no one other than the hostages and hostage takers were present 

throughout most of the crisis’ duration. Avner’s ability to gain access to the hostage 

situation seems to endow him with a kind of transcendental authority not granted to 

anyone else in the film. According to Loshitzky, these flashbacks work to blur “the 

distinction between the national and the personal, the collective and the private, but also 

[to] enhance the moral superiority of the agents of this cautionary tale.”49 Whenever the 

violence of Avner’s actions threatens to appear excessive, or whenever it might resemble 

the violence perpetrated by the Palestinian terrorist, a strategically placed flashback 

memorializes the “original” violence that necessitates the actions of Avner and his team. 

In other words, the film advances the idea that Israeli violence is always in response to 

Palestinian violence, and in Munich, Palestinian violence all too readily invokes the threat 

of holocaustal violence. The flashbacks often occur when Avner appears most tormented 

about or doubtful of his mission, thereby serving to connect (and elevate) his suffering to 

that of the Israeli athletes. What Avner’s nightmarish pseudo-memories never allude to or 

contain are the violent acts and murders he himself has committed.  

                                                             
49 Yosefa Loshitzky, “The Post-Holocaust Jew in the Age of ‘The War on Terror’,” p. 

82.  
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Knowledge and Expertise 

In addition to the relationship Avner has to “impossible” knowledge, which 

allows him to transcend the immediate space and time of his surroundings, the trope of 

expertise figures prominently in Munich. Like the FBI agents in The Siege and The 

Kingdom, or CIA agents in Syriana, Rendition and Body of Lies (Ridley Scott, 2008), the 

team pursuing and killing Palestinian Arabs in Munich is comprised of Mossad agents. 

The audience’s encounter with Arabs is filtered almost entirely through the perspective of 

the agent, or a perspective that views the Arab through a lens of criminality and 

suspicion. But the experts in Munich also deviate from the experts in some of these other 

films in marked ways. While each of the Mossad agents in Munich specializes in a 

specific task or professionalization—for example, there’s a bomb maker, a documents 

forger, a driver, and a “cleaner” who tidies the scene of the crime after the assassinations 

take place—the men nonetheless exhibit difficulties “going through” with their work, and 

this becomes another important device for demonstrating how Avner and his team depart 

from the Palestinian terrorists in the film.   

For instance, Robert (Mathieu Kassovitz), a Belgian toy-maker has been selected 

as part of Avner’s team because of his bomb-making skills, which will eventually be 

utilized to kill several of the Arabs allegedly behind the planning of “Munich.” After a 

series of bombs do not go as well as planned, it becomes increasingly clear that Robert is 

not exactly skilled at his craft.  We soon discover, through his admission, that up until 

“Munich,” he had actually been professionally trained to defuse bombs. If Robert’s 

failings in his transition from saving lives to taking them are not enough to humanize 

him, the extreme hesitation and distress he experiences carrying out his mission do. In 

this regard, Robert and Avner’s transformation from Jonas’ Vengeance to the screen is 

quite revealing. First published in 1984, Vengeance sketches a portrait of Avner and his 

team that much more closely resembles the Mossad agents in a film like Black Sunday 

than those found in Spielberg’s creation. In the book, Robert expresses little hesitation 
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before he kills and even less compunction after doing so, a far cry from the anguish and 

moralizing that plague him and the other Mossad agents in Munich. It takes Robert some 

time to pull the trigger, for example, when he and Avner kill Wael Zwaiter, one of the 

suspected Palestinian plotters, even though it is an execution that he carries out rather 

unflinchingly in Vengeance.50 In Munich, however, the moral qualms Robert 

experiences, and that he expresses in a conversation with Avner, keep him and his deeds 

safely distanced from the BSO members he pursues:  

Robert: We’re Jews Avner. Jews don’t do wrong because our 
enemies do wrong. 

Avner: We can’t afford to be that decent anymore. 

Robert: I don’t know that we ever were that decent. Suffering 
thousands of years of hatred doesn’t make you decent. But we’re 
supposed to be righteous. That’s a beautiful thing. That’s Jewish. 
That’s what I knew, that’s what I was taught. And now I’m losing 
it, and I lose that, that’s everything. That’s my soul. 

Robert’s moral reluctance is shared by Avner and the rest of the group at different 

intervals throughout the film, and it is this inherited and essential difference which, 

according to the film’s logic, separates them as Jews from the Arabs they have set out to 

kill. Žižek’s description of 24 is useful for Munich, as it is for so many other post-9/11 

films that work to legitimize a kind of violence that looks different from the unrepentant 

American aggression and power on display in, for example, 1990s Hollywood action 

films: “The presumption that it is not only possible to retain human dignity in 

accomplishing acts of terror, but that when an honest person accomplished such acts as a 

heavy duty, this confers on him an additional tragic-ethic grandeur.”51  

In addition to their righteousness, the film emphasizes the careful and deliberate 

precision of Avner’s team. Throughout Munich, Avner and the others take great strides to 

                                                             
50 George Jonas, Vengeance, pp. 106-107. 

51 Slavoj Žižek, “Jack Bauer and the Ethics of Urgency,” In These Times, January 27, 
2006, http://inthesetimes.com/article/jack_bauer_and_the_ethics_of_urgency/. 
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avoid injuring or killing anyone other than the eleven suspects, or people targeting their 

team.52 For example, they abort the first assassination attempt on Mahmoud Hamshari, a 

member of the PLO leadership living in France, after discovering that his young daughter 

is in the house with him. Unlike the hesitation or heavy-heartedness of the Mossad 

agents, television footage of the surviving BSO members shows them celebrating their 

success at Munich. Pointing to the television screen, another Mossad agent Steve 

comments: “No qualms about rejoicing on their side. Look at them. They’re movie 

stars.”
53

 The images of remorseless Palestinians taking advantage of television coverage 

are reminiscent of the Palestinian terrorist leader in The Little Drummer Girl, who smiles 

at the television coverage of what he believes was a successful terrorist plot, aware that 

the high number of casualties will benefit his exploitation of the media. Munich, on the 

other hand, is careful to leave out casualties of Israeli violence. Referring to Ahmed 

Bouchiki, an innocent Moroccan waiter who was mistakenly gunned down and killed in 

Lillehammer, Norway, in retaliation for the Munich massacre (a fact not referenced by 

the film), Kenneth Waltzer writes: “Instead of wrestling with this moral complexity, the 

killing of innocents, the filmmakers portray Jewish killers as endearingly inept and 

philosophical and as likely to kill themselves as well as others.”54  

Munich certainly flirts with the idea of Israeli counter-terrorism mirroring 

Palestinian terrorism, but it does so in order to undermine this comparison. Loshitzky 

remarks: “Munich is for the new millennium what Exodus was for the short Zionist 

                                                             
52 What the film does not show and mentions only fleetingly (via the character of 

Mahmoud Hamshari) is that in retaliation for the Munich massacre, refugee camps in Lebanon 
and Palestine were bombed by Israel, resulting in the deaths of more than two hundred civilians.   

53 It is difficult not to note the unintentional irony of Steve’s claim.  Unlike the few 
Palestinians who are featured in the film, this line is spoken by Daniel Craig, who is in fact a 
movie star. Like Craig, most of the Israeli squad members are played by recognizable and well-
known stars. 

54 Kenneth Waltzer, “Spielberg’s ‘Munich’, Ethics, and Israel,” Israel Studies 11, no. 2 
(Summer 2006), p. 171.  
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century. If Ari Ben Canaan was a hero with unquestionable moral superiority, then 

Avner, his broken mirror image and dark doppelganger, is a hero who seems to question 

the morality of his mission but ultimately, despite his soul-searching journey, 

demonstrates Jewish moral superiority.”55 But the analogy that Munich itself is most 

invested in is that which compares Issa, the leader of the Palestinian hostage takers at 

Munich, to Avner. The issue of doubling or parallelism is fundamental to the film as it 

addresses the question of how to distinguish Israeli counter-terrorism from Palestinian 

terrorism.  

In fact, the film establishes Avner as Issa’s moral doppelganger in a number of 

ways. In addition to Avner himself questioning whether he “murdered” anyone, Munich 

provides visual cues that encourage comparisons between him and Issa. Near the end of 

the film, when Avner and Steve set out to kill the elusive Ali Hassan Salameh, one of the 

central figures behind Munich, Avner’s face is camouflaged with face paint, recalling 

Issa, who is also seen wearing it during the hostage crisis. Avner and Issa are also 

depicted as bearing great physical resemblance to one another (figures 4.3-4.4). 

Furthermore, the shot of Avner climbing the stone wall to enter Ali Hassan Salameh’s 

compound just before his unsuccessful mission mirrors the shot of Issa climbing over the 

fence to get into Olympic Stadium at the beginning of the film (figures 4.5-4.6). It seems 

crucial that Avner abandons his mission after failing to kill Salameh and just before he 

risks fully “becoming” Arab, which in the film mostly translates into killing without 

compunction. Thus, while Steve’s relationship to militancy is unremorseful, and Avner’s 

anguished, Issa, the film suggests is both unnecessarily and unrepentantly militant.56 In 

other words, the symmetry between the Arab terrorist and Jewish counter-terrorist is 

                                                             
55 Yosefa Loshitzky, “The Post-Holocaust Jew in the Age of ‘The War on Terror’,” p. 

83. 

56 Steve is the only member of Avner’s team who never doubts the mission or his use of 
violence throughout it. 
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there for the sake of challenging that comparison, not for sustaining it. One of the 

primary ways the films accomplishes this is through its presentation of history, and the 

way this history is structured by the film’s narrative.  

 History  

Munich, like the other key films addressed in this chapter, differentiates itself 

from (and responds to) the typical Hollywood terrorist fare of the 1990s by confronting 

the idea of the Arab or Muslim as victim. Similar to The Siege, the film furnishes a 

history that is unfathomable in a film like Navy Seals or Executive Decision. Believing 

that one of the Mossad agents is a reporter, Mahmoud Hamshari, the first target of 

assassination by Avner’s team, elaborates on televised comments made by one of the 

surviving Palestinian terrorists: “Well I believe what he [the Palestinian terrorist] meant 

by this is now the world will begin hearing us. We are for 24 years the world’s largest 

refugee population. Our homes taken from us. Living in camps. No future, no food. 

Nothing decent for our children.” However, at the same time, all of the historical details 

we receive about the oppression of the Palestinians or their lives under occupation are 

provided by Palestinians who are (or believe) they are being recorded. Whether the 

televised images of the hostage crisis, the post-massacre television interview of 

Palestinian terrorists, or Hamshari who believes he is speaking into an audio recorder, 

history is imbued with a kind of performance or theatricality. These instances in Munich, 

like the details of the Deir Yassin massacre that are “played” out for us in The Little 

Drummer Girl, suggest manipulation, and work to delegitimize or invalidate the 

Palestinian rhetoric of historical victimization.  

The only exception to this formula of Palestinian-history-as-performance is Ali 

(Mehdi Nebbou), a likable Palestinian militant, who, mistakenly believing that he is in 

the company of fellow international militants, expresses his true feelings in an intimate 
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conversation with Avner. Ironically, Ali’s truthfulness works to suggest a kind of 

disingenuousness about the Palestinians. He tells Avner: 

You don’t know what it is not to have a home. That’s why you 
European Reds don’t get it. You say it’s nothing but you have a 
home to come back to. ETA, ANC, IRA, we [the Palestinians] all 
pretend we care about your international revolution, but we don’t 
care. We want to be a nation. Home is everything.  

Ali’s impassioned speech undermines the Palestinian investment in and support of 

international militancy. But more than that, it isolates Palestinian militancy from the 

broader currents of international activism and militancy that flourished in the 1960s and 

1970s. The only other time the activism of this period is alluded to (despite its deep 

connections to Palestinian militancy) is in the most cynical of terms. Upon first returning 

to Munich to execute his mission, Avner visits Andreas (a German childhood friend) and 

his girlfriend Yvonne, to obtain information regarding the whereabouts of the Palestinian 

men they are pursuing. As a member of the Red Army Faction (RAF), and equipped with 

the proper buzzwords (Marx, Hegel, and Marcuse), Yvonne spouts a mechanical and 

clichéd tirade against capitalism, before greedily accepting seventy thousand dollars from 

Avner in exchange for information that might lead to the Palestinians.  

Although the level of publicity and television coverage garnered by militant 

organizations such as the PFLP and the PLO is partly responsible for the singling out of 

Palestinian terrorism,57 there were other prominent terrorist attacks that took place in the 

1970s that were perpetrated by Germany’s RAF, the Italian Red Brigades (BR), the 

Japanese Red Army (JRA), and the United States’ own Weather Underground 

Organization (WUO) and Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA). While Munich mostly 

ignores (or ridicules) the presence of such groups, a number of post-9/11 films from 

around the world highlight the collaboration between Palestinian militants and many of 

                                                             
57 The hostage crisis at Munich was also the first time a terrorist act was captured on live 

television. 
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these organizations in their resuscitation of 1960s and 1970s 

activism/militancy/terrorism. What kinds of histories do these other films privilege, and 

how do they re-imagine this time period in ways that dramatically diverge from the vision 

Munich offers us?  

Terror Vogue and the Return to 1960s and 1970s Militancy 

Regarding the production of both The Motorcycle Diaries (Walter Salles, 

Argentina, 2004) and Che: Part One and Che: Part Two (Steven Soderbergh, 2008),58 

Joshua Clover asks: “Thirty years after his death, why the hell did we suddenly need to 

make almost seven hours of Cinema Guevara, from his Argentine youth to his death in La 

Higuera, Bolivia?”
59

 We might expand upon Clover’s thought if we consider that the 

Guevara films are among a number that return to the 1960s and 1970s to map the 

activism of that period. Documentary films such as The Weather Underground (Sam 

Green and Bill Siegel, 2002), Guerrilla: The Taking of Patty Hearst (Robert Stone, 

2005), Terror’s Advocate (Barbet Schroeder, France, 2007), and the 2009 reissued A Grin 

Without a Cat (Chris Marker, 1978), and fictional features (including reenactments) 

Good Morning, Night (Marco Bellocchio, Italy, 2003), United Red Army (Kôji 

Wakamatsu, Japan, 2007), Prisoner/Terrorist (Masao Adachi, Japan, 2007), The Baader 

Meinhof Complex (Uli Edel, Germany, 2008), and Carlos (Olivier Assayas, France, 

2010),  point to renewed global fascination with 1960s and 1970s left-wing militancy and 

international political terrorism.60 As film critic Dennis Lim puts it: “It's no coincidence 

                                                             
58 Please note that I include only the film’s country of origin when referring to non-

American productions.   

59 Joshua Clover, “Cinema for a New Grand Game,” Film Quarterly 62, no. 4 (Summer 
2009), p. 7.  

60 Interestingly, real-life episodes of 1960s and 1970s American terrorism have only 
been addressed by documentary films. When the topic of domestic (but non-Arab) terrorism has 
made an appearance in recent Hollywood feature films, it is usually via the realm of science 
fiction thrillers such as Déjà Vu (Tony Scott, 2006) and Source Code (Duncan Jones, 2011) or 
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that these movies have mostly emerged since 9/11 and sparked renewed urgency to 

confront difficult questions about terrorism.” 61 Spielberg, for one, has framed his 

discussions of Munich in this way, claiming that “until we begin to ask questions about 

who these terrorists [the ones involved in Munich] are and why terrorism happens, we’re 

never going to get to the truth of why 9/11 happened, for instance.”62  

However, unlike Munich, these other post-9/11 terrorism films insist on framing 

and understanding local forms of activism and terrorism in relation to the post-1968 

global struggles against imperialism, capitalism, and colonialism. Thus, a Japanese film 

like United Red Army, which begins with protests against increases in university tuition 

and the signing of the ANPO Treaty,63 progressively makes connections between these 

local concerns and forms of resistance to worldwide revolt; the film alludes to such far-

reaching events and conflicts as the assassinations of Malcolm X, Robert Kennedy, and 

Martin Luther King Jr., the Vietnam War, and the Israeli occupation of Palestine.  

Wakamatsu, whose political ties to and various stays in Palestine barred him from 

entering the United States,64 cannot be dismissed as a filmmaker who has simply 

glorified the Japanese activism and protest of this period. To the contrary, United Red 

Army takes a hard look at the failures of the Japanese Left, focusing as it does on the 

unflattering true story of a cultish splinter group of the Japanese Red Army Faction. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
through other forms that rely on the distancing mechanisms of allegory or the comic book genre 
such as The Dark Knight (Christopher Nolan, 2008).  

61 Dennis Lim, “A Second Look: ‘United Red Army’,” Los Angeles Times, January 22, 
2012, http://articles.latimes.com/2012/jan/22/entertainment/la-ca-second-look-20120122. 

62 Andrew Anthony. 

63 The ANPO Treaty (Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security Between the United 
States and Japan) was signed in January 19, 1960, and accommodated US military presence in 
Japan. 

64 Tom Mes, “Visions of Japanese Cinema: Koji Wakamatsu Interview,” Midnight Eye, 
December 4, 2007, http://www.midnighteye.com/interviews/koji_wakamatsu.shtml. 
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Isolating themselves for military training and eventually succumbing to the weight of 

their own dogmatism and authoritarianism (which takes the form of Maoist self-

criticism), members of the United Red Army ultimately kill fourteen of their own.  

And yet despite this grim outcome, the film never belittles or undermines the 

global conditions that gave rise to this era’s militancy.65 In fact, United Red Army seems 

to suggest that the group’s extreme isolation of and emphasis on the self is responsible 

for their stagnation and failure. The film, for example, repeatedly returns to and 

distinguishes the Japanese Red Army from the United Red Army, addressing the former’s 

origins in Lebanon in 1971, along with its alliances with other international 

activist/terrorist groups from this period, or its extensive involvement in the politics of 

the Middle East. Alternating between strategies of documentary and fictional 

reenactment, the film spends more than an hour during which a narrator provides a 

surprisingly detailed history of Japanese activism, accompanied by powerful archival 

images and footage of local and worldwide revolt.  

Similarly, The Baader-Meinhof Complex starts with a local violent incident that is 

tangled up in international politics. The anger over German police killing a man 

protesting the visit of the Iranian Shah to Berlin on June 2, 1967 is quickly catalyzed into 

activism that extends well beyond the boundaries of Germany. As a respected, left-wing 

intellectual and journalist, one of our first encounters with Ulrike Meinhof (Martina 

Gedeck) takes place before she has become a member of the RAF. In this early scene, 

Meinhof is asked in a television interview about her thoughts on the recent wave of 

protest to which she responds: “While America discusses the use of nuclear weapons in 

Vietnam, Israel with American support, initiates a war of aggression and shamelessly 

                                                             
65 In this regard, United Red Army echoes Marker’s A Grin Without a Cat. As Nina 

Power puts it: “Marker’s skill is to be able to capture the radical emotion and genuine anger of the 
international late 1960s and early 1970s, as well as document their equally rapid collapse. 
Ultimately, to present defeats without being defeatist.” “Why Do Some Images Begin to 
Tremble? Cinema Revisits Militant Politics,” Film Quarterly 63, no. 2 (Winter 2009), p. 25.  
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labels it a preventative war.” Meinhof expresses these political views before she is 

radicalized by her participation in the RAF, but the topic of Palestinian-Israeli conflict 

becomes even more pronounced after she joins the group.  

In fact, various episodes throughout the film point to the alliance between 

Palestinian activists and RAF—whether their training with PFLP and PLO guerillas in 

Jordan in 1970, or later, RAF’s enlistment of the PLO to hijack Lufthansa Flight 181 on 

October 13, 1977 in exchange for Andreas Baader, Meinhof, and other militants being 

held at Stammheim Prison. Perhaps most significantly, The Baader-Meinhof Complex 

troubles the formulation offered by Munich; if the latter establishes an alliance between 

the United States and Israel against the threat of another holocaust, the former maintains 

this relationship but understands it as perpetrating colonialist violence against the 

Palestinians. When in the film, Meinhof speaks of the “historical responsibility” of 

Germans to fight against the policies of Israel, then, she is formulating the contemporary 

political climate in Germany (alongside Israeli militarization and violence), as an echo of 

her nation’s dark and violent past. Nina Power writes: 

[I]f there is one thing that the [Baader-Meinhof] group remained 
true to it was the idea that even if there were old and new styles of 
fascism, the continuities were clear. Renamed the Red Army 
Faction, the group’s fatal attacks on Hanns-Martin Schleyer, a 
former SS officer turned powerful industrialist, and their attempt to 
internationalize their struggle by making links to the Palestinian 
cause, suggest that, whatever their tactics, Baader-Meinhof and its 
sympathizers saw clear links between Nazism and aspects of 
German life in the late 1960s and 70s.66  

Like United Red Army, The Baader-Meinhof Complex suggests that national interests (in 

this case Germany’s) coincide with a much broader international struggle against 

imperialism, colonialism, and new or continuing forms of fascism. In a review that 

praises The Baader-Meinhof Complex for attempting to historically situate the film’s 

terrorism, film critic Wesley Morris writes: “It’d be nice to see an American filmmaker 

                                                             
66 Ibid., p. 29.  
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commit a similar reckoning with the Watts riots, the Weather Underground, or the Black 

Power movement, not simply resort to cant and kitsch but to really interpret those 

moments and connect them to the state the country was in.”67 Notably, Paul Schrader’s 

feature film Patty Hearst (1988) serves as evidence for Morris’s argument, privileging as 

it does elements of biography and psychology over the historical backdrop of domestic 

terrorism in its depiction of the Hearst kidnapping.68 

Even a fairly accessible French television miniseries like Assayas’ Carlos, which 

furnishes a character study of the Venezuelan revolutionary Ilich Ramírez 

Sánchez/Carlos the Jackal (Édgar Ramírez), calls attention to the socio-historical 

conditions of the period during which he is active. The film invests much of its screen 

time illuminating Carlos’ various intersections with the PFLP, the JRA, and RAF, while 

showing the strong collaboration and involvement between these militant groups. 

Moreover, the film’s narrative begins with Carlos traveling to Palestine to meet Wadie 

Haddad (Ahmad Kaabour), one of the two leaders of the PFLP, suggesting the formative 

role the Palestinian-Israeli crisis plays in the international militant activities that occupy 

the rest of the film. Perhaps more than any other film addressed in this chapter, Carlos 

                                                             
67 Wesley Morris, “‘The Baader Meinhof Complex’: Watching Them Rage Against the 
Machine,” Boston Globe, September 11, 2009, http://articles.boston.com/2009-09-
11/ae/29261240_1_baader-meinhof-ulrike-meinhof-gudrun-ensslin/2.  

 
68 The topic of domestic terrorism in the United States has been mostly limited to a few 

documentaries. The Weather Underground and Guerrilla: The Taking of Patty Hearst are two 
American documentaries that do revisit American militancy during the 1960s and 1970s, with the 
former suggesting that disillusionment over the Vietnam War was the impetus behind the 
Weather Underground Organization, a splinter group of the SDS (Students for a Democratic 
Society). The film ends with a discussion of 9/11 during which many of the WUO activists and 
militants involved apologize or express deep regret for their activities (even though they never 
targeted or hurt people with the numerous bombs they set off.) Significantly, The Weather 
Underground serves as an example of the way 9/11 is used to re-inscribe these earlier militant 
acts, particularly in relation to guilt or regret of politicization. In other words, any teleological 
claims regarding terrorism of this earlier period and the terrorism of 9/11 mystify (and in some 
cases, depoliticize) the greater and immediate historical context from which 1960 and 1970s 
militancy emerges. 
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presents Palestinian terrorism as part of a climate where national, political concerns 

informed and coalesced into a larger wave of anti-authoritarian militancy and activism.  

Conclusion 

9/11 may have contributed in part to the return to (and nostalgia for) films about 

the political turmoil of the 1960s and 1970s, which explore perhaps more legible forms of 

terrorism at a safer distance.  But, whichever way films like United Red Army or Carlos 

may conceptualize the activism of that period—whether as urgently required militancy or 

self-defeating terrorism—these films select historical episodes that foreground the 

associations and interactions between national and international aspects of the New Left. 

Munich, of course, also picks out certain historical episodes to highlight, but rather than 

selecting from its more immediate historical context, the film mobilizes and filters 

“Munich” through holocaust memory and the events of 9/11. In other words, the 

holocaust, the Munich massacre, and 9/11 are examples of historical violence that are 

part of the same continuum. When Golda Meir first introduces Avner to his mission, one 

of the Israeli generals in their company says: “This is something new. What happened in 

Munich changes everything.”69 Echoing the now familiar post-9/11 rhetoric of American 

exceptionalism that gave the United States license to invade Afghanistan and Iraq, detain 

and torture without trial, this sentiment as used in Munich seems to call for the necessity 

of more violent Israeli methods and tactics in response to terrorism.  It also, however, 

diminishes a long history of violence between the Palestinians and Israelis, by suggesting 

that the Munich massacre is some kind of beginning point.  

What is hardly new, however, is Munich’s emphasis on and appeal to American 

and Israeli cooperation in films that deal with Middle Eastern affairs.70 But Spielberg’s 

                                                             
69 This idea is also used to validate the violence in The Delta Force, with its official 

trailer announcing, “It’s a new age of terror that requires a new breed of warrior.” 

70 See Melanie McAlister’s discussion of Exodus, for example, where she describes the 
way the film solicits American involvement and cooperation with the Israelis through the love 
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insistence on treating the Munich massacre as a discrete event—one that is detached from 

its immediate historical circumstances—but which inevitably leads to 9/11, suggests a 

kind of continuous, unaltered Arab terrorism that exists outside of time. I would agree 

with Chopra-Gant’s claim that Munich’s last shot of the World Trade Center produces a 

“direct causal relationship” that is “simplistic and reductive,”71 which is not to claim that 

these non-American films about terrorism render unmediated history. They too are 

participating in a complex process of selection and defining their terms 

(activism/militancy/terrorism) differently. What does appear significant, however, is that 

despite the varying national contexts with which each of these films engages, they 

express a shared vocabulary (references to the Vietnam War, student unrest, international 

militant collaboration) that is not made available in a film like Munich. Instead, Munich’s 

exploration of Israeli violence is distinguished and defended as counter-terrorism, and 

Palestinian terrorism of the 1960s and 1970s is re-inscribed and filtered through 9/11 

terrorism. Munich, as many other post-9/11 Hollywood films addressed in this 

dissertation, may take a new form (with its appeal to history), but its view of terrorism as 

“characteristically” Arab, seems to contribute to the same old (hi)story.

                                                                                                                                                                                     
story between the American nurse Kitty Fremont (Eva Marie Saint) and the Israeli Ari Ben 
Canaan, pp. 159-165. Black Sunday also establishes a union between America and Israel as FBI 
agent Sam Corley and Mossad agent David Kabakov come together in their attempt to prevent the 
Black September terrorists from launching a suicide attack on American soil. Like Spielberg, who 
describes his two homes as Israel and the United States, Avner also makes his home in the United 
States by the film’s end.  

71 Mike Chopra-Gant, p. 96. 



138 
 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4.1. 9/11 as analogue for the Arab-Israeli conflict in Lebanon. 

 

Figure 4.2. The Twin Towers in the final, lingering shot of Munich. 
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Figure 4.3. Issa in Munich. 

 

Figure 4.4. Avner as doppelgänger in Munich. 
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Figure 4.5. Issa climbing the Olympic Village fence in Munich. 

 

Figure 4.6. Avner climbing the compound wall in Munich. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ZERO DARK THIRTY: EMBEDDED AND EMBODIED 

Those in public office have let us know that they consider their 
task to be a manipulative one: confidence-building and grief 
management. Politics, the politics of a democracy—which entails 
disagreement, which promotes candor—has been replaced by 
psychotherapy. Let’s by all means grieve together. But let’s not be 
stupid together. A few shreds of historical awareness might help us 
understand what has just happened, and what may continue to 
happen. 

Susan Sontag1 

 

If surveillance and satellite technologies have been among the primary weapons used by 

Washington D.C. and Langley in the “war on terror,” it is worth questioning what impact 

this ostensible diminishment of materiality or de-authorization of human agency has had 

on the combat film, given the latter’s traditional generic and narrative demands for a 

physical and active male body. The post-9/11 American conceptualization of war, in a 

language that emphasizes neutrality, instrumentality, and “precision killing,” might seem 

at odds with our historical expectations of what a combat film should be. The invisibility 

and impenetrability of the newly designated enemy al-Qaeda, which communicates and 

proliferates in the realm of the digital and occupies a transnational (non)presence, also 

leaves little room for the physical and bodily violence that constitute the genre. While 

these post-9/11 films locate their concerns with terrorism in Afghanistan or Iraq, the 

civilian and often unarmed bodies of Afghanis and Iraqis hardly seem to fulfill the 

function of adversaries, nor do they seem to compensate for the gap left by the difficult-

to-locate and concealed enemy combatants. How do post-9/11 combat films maintain 

what I have described, in other chapters, as a prevailing investment in producing a 

scientific, neutral, and specialized body of knowledge about the Middle East, while also 

                                                             
1 Susan Sontag, “The Talk of the Town,” New Yorker, September 24, 2001,   

http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2001/09/24/010924ta_talk_wtc. 
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allowing for embodiment and the deeply subjectified body that the combat or war film 

seems to necessitate?  

This chapter focuses primarily on post-9/11 combat and home front films that 

address U.S. military presence in Iraq and Afghanistan to explore their oscillation 

between embodiment and disembodiment.  The truth of the intelligence expert is 

contingent upon a scientific discourse of criminality; it is achieved through mediation and 

distance, and reliant on surveillance and digital technology, privileging what Garrett 

Stewart has aptly referred to as “unmanned heroics.”2 The veracity and evidence the 

military narrative provides, however, are instead dependent on pathos, proximity and 

sensation, arrived at through the trials and tribulations of the American male (and, only 

more recently, female) body. The post-9/11 combat and home front drama (film and 

television), instead of privileging either corporeality or non-corporeality, negotiate 

between the two, and suggests some noteworthy transformations regarding the production 

and codification of both American and Arab bodies from the Bush to the Obama 

administration.  My examination of television series Generation Kill (Susanna White and 

Simon Cellan Jones, 2008) and films such as In the Valley of Elah (Paul Haggis, 2007), 

The Hurt Locker (Kathryn Bigelow, 2008), and Zero Dark Thirty (Kathryn Bigelow, 

2012), will emphasize the role embedded journalism plays in manufacturing and 

advancing both objective and subjective forms of knowledge regarding the United States’ 

interventions and involvement in the Middle East.   

While embedded journalism has played an instrumental role in the American 

reportage of the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, it also proves pivotal to both feature 

and documentary films and television productions that have been made about these 

invasions. Some of these films and television series feature a diegetic embedded reporter 

                                                             
2 Garrett Stewart, “Digital Fatigue: Imaging War in Recent American Film,” Film 

Quarterly 62, no. 4 (Summer 2009), p. 45. 
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in their narrative, while others have been directed or written by embedded journalists and 

photojournalists themselves. This chapter will highlight the impact of embedded 

journalism on these narratives, especially in relation to the way this form of reportage 

produces and mobilizes objective and subjective discourses about United States-Middle 

East relations. At one level, embedded journalism contributes to official rhetoric that is 

substantiated and legitimated through the reporter’s “first-hand account of the facts,” but 

on another, it is also physically invested, providing an intermediary between spectators 

and the military troops it follows.   

If recent combat films do retain a space for the body and accommodate the 

mechanisms of embodiment, the post-9/11 home front film continues this accentuation of 

the body with its focus on the post-traumatized body of the American male soldier. In 

returning to some of the overriding concerns of the dissertation regarding the 

mobilization of trauma discourse, I want to suggest that American popular culture and 

even academic scholarship on 9/11, have, by and large, favored an outlook that 

emphasizes trauma, commemoration, personal psychology and memory over one that 

makes sense of 9/11 vis-à-vis its public, political, domestic and international factors. If 

the pre-9/11 film The Siege (Edward Zwick, 1998) worked to undermine victimization 

narratives, these post-9/11 films suggest the embrace of and reorientation of such 

narratives for the purposes of prioritizing, excusing, and ultimately redeeming the 

American body. 

War and Representation 

The combat film’s emergence during World War II is well covered by Jeanine 

Basinger’s classic study, The World War II Combat Film, and while the genre has 

maintained some of the defining conventions and tropes established during its formative 

years (for example, a conflict that threatens the group dynamics, the sacrifice of certain 

group members, or the mobilization of multiculturalism), it has also undergone dramatic 
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changes from one war to another.3 These generic variations can be explained by 

industrial changes, or ideological, cultural, and historical vicissitudes, but the 

transformations of the combat genre might also be understood in relation to the broader 

methods and practices involved in representing, reporting and mediating specific wars. 

The graphic and unrestricted reportage of the Vietnam War and its saturated coverage on 

television, famously contributed to the American backlash against the war, and 

spearheaded the countercultural movement against the United States’ military presence in 

Vietnam. It also helps account for the absence of filmmaking efforts during the period of 

engagement. As Basinger describes it: “It wasn’t just a question of who wanted it? Who 

needed it? It was there on the tube for all to see.”4 However, some of the most well-

known films about the Vietnam War, such as Platoon (Oliver Stone, 1986) or Full Metal 

Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987), made well after the conflict ended, did eventually mirror 

and reproduce the violence and brutality on display in the televised images of the war.   

The relatively uncensored coverage of the Vietnam War and its role in 

diminishing public support for the war was a strategic “mistake” that the United States 

military was not willing to repeat with the first Gulf War. Instead, the military imposed 

extreme restrictions on the flow of information, insisting that media representatives be 

accompanied by military escorts at all times.5 In his comparison between television 

coverage of the Vietnam War and the Gulf War, Daniel C. Hallin notes that a technical 

language made its way into the reporting on the latter.  This language responded to the 

military’s emphasis on modern technology, precision bombing, and a “clean” war, but it 

                                                             
3 Jeanine Basinger, The World War II Combat Film (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 

University Press, 2003). 

4 Ibid., p. 182. 

5 Jason DeParle, “After the War: Long Series of Military Decisions Led to Gulf War 
News Censorship,” New York Times, May 5, 1991,  
http://www.nytimes.com/1991/05/05/world/after-the-war-long-series-of-military-decisions-led-
to-gulf-war-news-censorship.html. 
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also reflected the proliferation and importance of “experts” during the Gulf War. 

Journalists were denied access to the battlefield, and instead received much of their 

information from these experts who spoke a technical rather than political language.6 

Reiterating this particular aspect of the Gulf War, Christopher Norris referred to “the 

profusion of meaningless statistical data served up to create an illusory sense of objective, 

factual reporting,” that concealed Iraqi casualties.7  

While the war was continuously dramatized and played out in real-time on 

television, there have been very few Hollywood productions about the Persian Gulf War, 

among them, Three Kings (David O. Russell, 1999), and much later, Jarhead (Sam 

Mendes, 2005).8 Jarhead, in fact, revisits the Persian Gulf War, to lament the 

replacement of ground combat by aerial bombardment.9 It seems no coincidence that the 

film said to revitalize the genre of the combat film after a long absence is Steven 

Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998), a film that had to return to the setting of World 

War II in order to reinsert bodily violence, conflict, and the realistic and visceral qualities 

                                                             
6 Daniel C. Hallin, “Images of the Vietnam and the Persian Gulf Wars in U.S. 

Television,” in Seeing Through the Media: The Persian Gulf War, eds. Susan Jeffords and Lauren 
Rabinovitz (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1994), pp. 54-55.  

7 Christopher Norris, Uncritical Theory: Postmodernism, Intellectuals, and the Gulf War 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1992), pp. 25-26. Cited in Melani McAlister, Epic 
Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the Middle East, 1945-2000 (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2005), p. 242.  

8 For an excellent study and wide assortment of essays that focus on the media’s role in 
narrativizing the Persian Gulf War, see Susan Jeffords and Lauren Rabinovitz, eds., Seeing 
Through the Media: The Persian Gulf War (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
1994). 

9 Full Metal Jacket is a useful foil to Jarhead. Both films are divided into two parts, with 
the first part including the training and preparation the men undergo at home, followed by actual 
ground combat in the second. However, unlike Full Metal Jacket, the Marines we follow to the 
Saudi-Kuwaiti border are never able to put their training to use. When sharpshooters Anthony 
Swofford (Jake Gyllenhaal) and Alan Troy (Peter Sarsgaard) finally get the order to kill two 
members of Saddam Hussein’s Republican Guard, their mission is aborted at the last minute by a 
call for an airstrike. 
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we associate with the genre.10 Albert Auster explains that Saving Private Ryan also 

provided the proper revisionist dose of “American Triumphalism,” by returning to World 

War II, a conflict that provided a clear victory and contrast to the “anticlimactic” ending 

of the Persian Gulf War, with Saddam Hussein still firmly in power.11  

Rather than the unfettered media access of the Vietnam War or the severely 

restricted reportage of the Persian Gulf War, the embedded journalism that characterizes 

the American media’s coverage of the more recent invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, lies 

somewhere between these two extremes. While embedded reporters have access to the 

battlefield, they must travel with and be under the supervision of the military. Embedded 

journalism accommodated reporters’ demands for more access than they had in the 

Persian Gulf War, but it also served the military well. Victoria Clarke, who was 

appointed undersecretary of defense for public affairs in 2002, was responsible for the 

idea of embedded reportage, a tactic that would not only foster identification with the 

troops but that would also seriously restrict what reporters experienced of the war.12 

Historian Melani McAlister writes: “In operation ‘Iraqi Freedom,’ approximately six 

hundred reporters were ‘embedded’ within U. S. military units during the initial fighting. 

Just under half of those participated in a weeklong ‘Embed Boot Camp’ before leaving 

for Iraq, in which they rose at 5 a.m., ate rations, and were taught some basic military 

skills by Marines.”13 McAlister also references embedded reporters who described the 

                                                             
10 Jeanine Basinger goes as far as claiming that Saving Private Ryan is responsible for 

the reemergence of the combat film. The World War II Combat Film, p. xiii. 

11 Albert Auster, “Saving Private Ryan and American Triumphalism,” in The War Film, 
ed. Robert Eberwein (New Brunswick and London: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 206.  

12 Stacy Takacs, Terrorism TV: Popular Entertainment in Post-9/11 America (Lawrence, 
KS: University Press of Kansas, 2012), p. 5. Clarke was later hired as a commentator for CNN. 
Stephen Prince, Firestorm: American Film in the Age of Terrorism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2009), p. 181. 

13 Melani McAlister, p. 295.  
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“bond” they felt with Marines even before embarking on their assignment in Iraq.14 It is 

significant to note that embedded reportage is primarily an American phenomenon; three-

quarters of American reporters were embedded while independent reporters on the 

ground were primarily responsible for the news obtained by most other countries.15 As 

Stacy Takacs puts it: “By inviting journalists to assume a military perspective, the tactic 

of embedding positioned the domestic U.S. population literally and figuratively ‘behind 

the troops’.”16  

Generation Kill 

Despite the fact that critics and scholars have noted the impact of embedded 

journalism on print and television coverage of the invasions of both Afghanistan and Iraq, 

very little has been written about the influence embedded journalism may have had on 

post-9/11 fictional features and television series about the war. This is a considerable 

oversight if we acknowledge the involvement of embedded journalists in many of these 

productions.17 Based on the eponymous novel by embedded journalist Evan Wright, the 

                                                             
14 Ibid. 

15 Ibid., pp. 295-296. 

16 Stacy Takacs, p. 5.  

17 The following is by no means an exhaustive list, but it includes films that were either 
adapted from the work of embedded journalists, films that were directed or written by embedded 
journalists themselves, or films that involved embedding in the process of making the film: 
Gunner Palace (2003), In the Valley of Elah (2007), Body of Lies (2008), Generation Kill (2008), 
The Hurt Locker (2008), Green Zone (2010), Restrepo (2010), Act of Valor (2012), and Zero 
Dark Thirty (2012).  Act of Valor, a fictional account of a Navy SEALS rescue mission, even 
originated as a series of initiatives by the Defense Department to recruit individuals to join the 
Navy. The filmmakers had embedded access to training missions and material (including a 
nuclear submarine), and each of the Navy SEAL characters in the film is played by active-duty 
Navy Seals, all of whom are referred to and credited by their first names only. See Ann 
Hornaday, “‘Act of Valor’ with real-life SEALS: new breed of war movie or propaganda,” 
Washington Post, February 24, 2011, http://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/act-of-valor-
with-real-life-seals-new-breed-of-war-movie-or 
propaganda/2012/02/22/gIQAY1miYR_story.html. 
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HBO miniseries Generation Kill (Susanna White and Simon Cellan Jones, 2008) even 

retains the embedded journalist as a character in the narrative itself. Made long after early 

reality television shows like AFP: American Fighter Pilot (Jesse Negron, 2002) and 

Military Diaries (R.J. Cutler, 2002) that express full-fledged support of the war, it 

suggests a far more ambivalent view of the Iraq War.18 While Generation Kill’s 

ambivalence can unsurprisingly be situated within the growing unpopularity of the Iraq 

war, what is perhaps more noteworthy is the fact that the television show covers a 

military mission that took place five years earlier.19 In other words, while the reality 

television shows provided images that did not lag behind the events they were depicting, 

Generation Kill returned to the experiences of the 1
st
 Reconnaissance Battalion of the 

United States Marine Corps to critique the invasion. Like A Mighty Heart (Michael 

Winterbottom, 2007) or The Green Zone (Paul Greengrass, 2010), which respectively 

cover the execution of journalist Daniel Pearl and the search for weapons of mass 

destruction years after there were any questions about either (Daniel Pearl was killed in 

2002 while the search in the latter is set in 2003), Generation Kill points to a noteworthy 

delay of information. 

This temporal lag between the events depicted and their reproduction is 

significant for a variety of reasons. First, unlike United 93 (Paul Greengrass, 2006) or 

World Trade Center (Oliver Stone, 2006), films that much of the press argued were made 

too soon after the events of 9/11, Generation Kill, A Mighty Heart and The Green Zone 

                                                             
18 According to the Pew Research Center, 73% of Americans supported the use of force 

when the war began in Iraq in March 2003. That number dropped down to 46% in October 2004, 
and reached its low in December 2007. “Obama Job Approval Improves, GOP Contest Remains 
Fluid: Continued Lackluster Ratings for Republican Field,” Pew Research Center for the People 
& the Press, November 17, 2011, http://www.people-press.org/2011/11/17/section-4-views-of-
iraq. 

19 Although Generation Kill is a television example, I would argue that its production by 
HBO and its finite status as a seven-episode miniseries suggests that it inhabits a liminal space 
between television and film.  
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point to cinematic critiques and investigations of American military actions that appear 

far too late. This might help explain why both A Mighty Heart and The Green Zone 

performed poorly at the box office. The negative review that Generation Kill received 

from well-known television critic Nancy Franklin, who charts the source material’s 

evolution from magazine article to book is revealing:  

Wright had the good fortune—reportorially [sic] speaking—to be 
in Iraq from the beginning of the invasion, so he was well situated 
to observe how the war unfolded and how the men he was 
ensconced with did, or didn’t change as a result. His articles, which 
end shortly after the Marines entered Baghdad, appeared just a few 
months after the invasion and had an organic immediacy—
although Wright wrote them after returning home to the States, you 
could imagine him sitting in the desert ripping pages out of a 
manual typewriter and sending them off with a courier. The third 
paragraph of the Rolling Stones series starts in classic field-
dispatch fashion: “The war began twenty-four hours ago.” The 
third paragraph of the book starts with a yawn: “Their war began 
several days ago.”20 

Her description of Generation Kill’s transformation from the original articles to the 

television series is even more unforgiving:  

Wright’s pieces, coming out so soon after the invasion, brought the 
same kind of reality home—even more so, since he had greater 
control over his narrative than the TV reporters did: they were 
literally blown about by the wind while they were on camera and 
sometimes were made almost invisible by all-encompassing 
sandstorms. But that unforgettable time was more than five years 
ago, and I don’t see anything to be gained by retracing the path 
from Kuwait to Baghdad. Tell us, as they say, something we don’t 
know.21 

Franklin’s grievances suggest anxieties around temporality—here television and film 

seem to stagger behind other media in what (and when) they can tell us about the war. 

Like the hypertext narratives discussed in chapter four, so heavily influenced by the 

mechanisms of the internet, the post-9/11 combat films similarly rely on (embedded) 

                                                             
20 Nancy Franklin, “The Road to Baghdad: David Simon’s ‘Generation Kill’,” New 

Yorker, July 21, 2008, 
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/television/2008/07/21/080721crte_television_franklin. 

21 Ibid.  
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journalism to imbue their stories with credibility and (even if unsuccessfully) with a 

certain level of urgency. Generation Kill deploys a number of strategies in its effort to be 

credible and realistic. It makes use of some of the original Marines with whom Wright 

was ensconced, including Rudy Reyes, who plays himself in the series. As a series 

credited to David Simon (himself a former journalist) and Ed Burns (a former police 

office), who were highly vaunted for their uncompromising depictions of inner city 

Baltimore in HBO’s The Wire (2002-2008),  Generation Kill adhered “religiously” to 

Wright’s book, and employed “a ‘reactive camera technique’ to mimic the limited 

perspective of the eyewitness to history.”22  

Nonetheless, given Generation Kill’s deep investment in elements meant to 

promote a feeling of immediacy, why does a series made in 2008, base itself on reportage 

that takes us back to the beginning of the war in 2003? In other words, why does 

Generation Kill use a source that emphasizes or (better yet) exploits its distance to said 

events? It might be useful to extend this question to a number of post-9/11 films that 

mobilize similar strategies of (temporal and historical) distantiation. Focused on the 

interrelationship between various military units and hierarchies (such as highly trained 

Marines of the First Recon division, their inept superiors, Delta Company reservists, 

etc.), Generation Kill is particularly concerned with exploring and scrutinizing strategic 

decision making. In an article that favorably reviews the series, Film Comment regular 

Kent Jones describes Generation Kill’s concerns as thus:  

The members of First Recon are indeed upset by all the mayhem 
and sorrow they’ve caused, but it is always pegged to the idea that 
bad organizational planning from the Pentagon has created a 
situation in which they simply can’t perform their tasks as they’ve 
been trained to. That their job descriptions could be more or less 
reduced to ‘efficiently killing bad guys’ is of no consequence to 
Simon, Burns, and Wright.23 

                                                             
22 Stacy Takacs, p. 150. 

23 Kent Jones, “Working Man’s Dead: To Hell and Back with HBO’s Generation Kill,” 
Film Comment 44, nr. 5 (September/October 2008), p. 44.  
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For Jones, the distance provided by Generation Kill is a mark of its success, because the 

show is deeply invested in sketching out the invasion of Iraq in relation to inefficient 

bureaucracy and tactical mistakes made by those in power. In Jones’ formulation, the 

soldiers can hardly be held accountable because they are prevented from doing their jobs 

due to the bad decisions of their superiors.  

Takacs is far more critical in her assessment of Generation Kill as an “after-action 

review,” styled upon United States Military reviews that examine combat and other 

military procedures to consider how they can be improved and refined.24 The extensive 

diegetic time allotted to examining the events of the 1
st
 Reconnaissance unit through the 

video diaries of Corporal Jason Lilley (Kellan Lutz), which culminates in a screening he 

holds for his fellow Marines, seems to reinforce this idea even on the diegetic level. With 

its oscillation between its embedded reporter or other “reality effect” aesthetics that work 

to place you in the thick of action and its own mediation of the events which already 

works to inscribe them with a kind of cold, analytic distance or pastness, Generation Kill 

seems to be mobilizing various temporal registers and scales of distance.  On one hand, 

the character of Wright (Lee Tergesen), provides an important quality of authenticity and 

embodiment. Jordan Crandall’s description of embedded reportage is useful for thinking 

about how the series accomplishes this: 

Media moves into the space of the audience by allowing its 
“authentic” participation. A sense of unscriptedness counters the 
polished quality of the media mis-en-scène and opens up an entry 
point. The deceptive character of the media is suspended for a 
moment, and one can project oneself inside.25 

On the other hand, the show’s cold, distant, and studied examination of war—with its 

emphasis on strategy, effectiveness, and information, lends itself to a kind of 

                                                             
24 Stacy Takacs, p. 151.  

25 Jordan Crandall, “Unmanned: Embedded Reporters, Predator Drones, and Armed 
Perception,” ctheory.net, April 4, 2003, http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=378. 
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disembodiment.  This fluctuation between embodiment and disembodiment characterizes 

a number of post-9/11 combat films, a development that culminates in Zero Dark Thirty, 

which combines the intelligence narrative with a military one.  

The Post-9/11 Combat Film 

A number of post-9/11 films invested in the geopolitical engage with what 

Jeanine Basinger refers to as the combat and the home front film. Because many of these 

films are about soldiers on temporary leave from the army or because they involve 

soldiers’ memories of time spent in combat, they quite frequently move back and forth 

between the spaces of the domestic front or the “home front” and the battlefield. The 

images provided by these cinematic encounters with war need to be understood in 

relation to other media, particularly in an era where the internet or streaming technologies 

allow for instantaneity and immediate access to information like never before. Many 

critics, in fact, cite the largely disappointing box office numbers of these films as 

evidence that cinema is lagging behind other media in what it can tell us about the war, 

especially since the former seems to have shifted closer to the latter with its investment in 

communicating information or providing reportage of some kind. Sight and Sound critic 

Ali Jaafar’s question about the status of war film hints at this anxiety quite well:  

If the 1990-1991 Gulf War was the first to be played out across the 
24-hour news cycle, then the present conflict is the first to unfold 
in the multimedia age. In an era of embedded journalists and 
instantaneous online postings—even if the US army banned its 
soldiers from YouTube after the leaked photographs of prisoner 
abuse at Abu Ghraib—how can an artform with the long lead times 
of cinema still feel fresh and relevant?26  

As Jaafar acknowledges in regard to Paul Haggis and Brian De Palma, both of whom 

have made cinematic forays into Iraq with In the Valley of Elah and Redacted (2007) 

respectively (by conducting extensive research on the internet), various directors have 

                                                             
26 Ali Jafaar, “Casualties of War,” Sight and Sound 18, nr. 2 (February 2008), p. 19. 
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worked through this quandary by relying on other media.27 However, these other forms 

of media do not merely function as source material; they also play a pivotal role in the 

narratives and diegetic spaces of the films themselves. The wide-ranging references to 

surveillance and satellite technology, video diaries, or the internet are evidence of the 

cinema’s cannibalization of other media.  In addition, both American documentary and 

feature films have absorbed and borrowed elements of embedded reportage to represent 

the United States’ military and intelligence roles in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The Academy Award-nominated documentary film Restrepo (2010) follows a 

platoon of soldiers assigned to the Korengal Valley of Eastern Afghanistan, which the 

prologue informs us is one of the most dangerous posts in the country. Directed by 

embedded journalists Sebastian Junger and Tim Hetherington, the film traces the men’s 

assignment from the beginning of their deployment to their withdrawal fifteen months 

later. The title refers to Juan Restrepo, a well-liked soldier who was among the fifty 

Americans killed in the region. Sticking closely to the American soldiers, the filmmakers 

offer only a few glimpses of Afghanis, either elders that the soldiers are trying to win 

over or civilians inadvertently killed by gunfire. Despite the film’s familiar emphasis on 

the growing fears of American soldiers who increasingly voice their frustrations at being 

there, Restrepo does little to satisfactorily situate the men’s vague mission within the 

context of the invasion of Afghanistan. To the contrary, the film supplants a broader 

historical understanding of the invasion with raw emotion and direct access. Tony 

Grajeda writes: “What is at stake then in the Iraq war documentaries […] is precisely the 

representation of the U.S. soldier as a figure of overflowing empathy, a figure whose 

personal experience of war as portrayed by these films tends to override or even cancel 

                                                             
27 Ibid.  
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out any political or historical consideration of what the war might mean, beyond 

individual stories of suffering and tragedy.”28 

Restrepo evacuates political context almost entirely, and instead thoroughly 

absorbs itself with the unfolding present (many reviews of the film, indeed, congratulated 

it for not being political). The value of the film, in other words, is measured in the film’s 

purportedly unscripted and uncontrolled events, and the extraordinary danger involved in 

its production.29 The jerky, dizzying movement of the hand-held cameras and battlefield 

photography contribute to the film’s quality of “being there,” which seems to trump any 

other purpose. Takacs’ description of the “embedding system” certainly speaks to the 

knowledge produced and valued by the film’s aesthetics:   

The role of the media as eyewitness to history would also be 
fetishized at the expense of historical and political context. Grainy 
images of embedded journalists reporting “live” from moving 
vehicles or from the middle of skirmishes are valued, regardless of 
their informational content. What mattered was the sensation of 
“being there” that such reports conveyed.30 

Restrepo perpetuates the almost exclusive emphasis on American soldier subjects, 

adhering closely to conventions that privilege bodily identification and that were 

deployed by earlier embedded documentaries such as Gunner Palace (2004). The latter is 

a product of the film’s director Michael Tucker embedding with American soldiers for 

two months, and it strictly endorses what Stephen Prince has described as a “soldier’s eye 

view of the war.”31 The impact of the embedding system would also make its way into 

                                                             
28 Tony Grajeda, “The winning and losing of hearts and minds: Vietnam, Iraq, and the 

claims of the war documentary,” Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media 49 (Spring 2007), 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc49.2007/Grajeda/index.html. 

29 This danger would be confirmed later with the unfortunate killing of Hetherington, 
while he was on assignment amid heavy fighting in Libya in 2011. See C. J. Chivers, “Restrepo’ 
Director and a Photographer are Killed in Libya,” New York Times, April 20, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/21/world/africa/21photographers.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. 

30 Stacy Takacs, pp. 206-207. 

31 Stephen Prince, p. 195. 
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feature films, paradoxically carving out a complex space that allows for both embodiment 

and disembodiment. 

The Hurt Locker 

Kathryn Bigelow’s The Hurt Locker (2008) has probably received the most 

attention and critical acclaim of all the combat features made about the Iraq War thus far, 

winning an Academy Award for Best Picture and Best Director (the first and only one 

ever won by a female), in addition to Best Screenplay.  The film was penned by Mark 

Boal, a freelance journalist who was embedded with an EOD (Explosive Ordinance 

Disposal) Team in Iraq in 2004. Perhaps no Iraq combat feature has been as invested (and 

successful) at re-inscribing and emphasizing the bodily.  Bigelow described her 

inspiration for the project as such: 

Mark [Boal] had come back from Iraq with these incredible 
observations […] A real first-person look at a day in the life of a 
bomb tech. So I kept thinking, “How can I preserve the reportorial 
quality the script has?” His script really read like you were there 
[…] so I wanted to protect that feeling and give the audience that 
opportunity to be on an embed with a bomb squad.32 

The adrenaline-raising and heart-pounding moments of The Hurt Locker are generated by 

the film’s consummate engagement with the present tense. At the same time, the film 

claims to move beyond dramatization, affirming its veracity with the extratextual figure 

of the embedded and “independent” journalist. Beginning in medias res and without a 

credit sequence, The Hurt Locker makes no attempt to situate the spectator other than a 

title that reads: “Baghdad 2004.” Contributing to this bodily disorientation, the spectator, 

vis-à-vis primary identification with the camera, moves towards an area from which 

chaotic and panicked crowds of Iraqis appear to be running. The bodily is also summoned 

                                                             
32 Quoted in Steven Jay Rubin, Combat Films: American Realism, 1945-2010 

(McFarland & Company, Inc. 2011: Jefferson, North Carolina), p. 265. Original quote in Mali 
Elfman, “Interview with Kathryn Bigelow for The Hurt Locker,” Screen Crave, June 23, 2009, 
http://screencrave.com/2009-06-23/interview-with-kathryn-bigelow-for-the-hurt-locker/. 
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by the camera’s (and our) incredibly jerky movements and difficult travel over uneven 

terrain. It is revealed a few minutes later that, in fact, the spectator has been assuming the 

mechanical, disembodied point of view of a Remotec ANDROS, a military robot 

designed for military bomb disposal. If The Hurt Locker, however, seems to be initially 

commenting on the soldier’s replacement by or metamorphosis into a machine, the film’s 

ensuing narrative events quickly complicate, if not undermine, this configuration.  

When the robot fails to dispose of the bomb, Staff Sergeant Matthew Thomson 

(Guy Pearce) attempts to disarm it but is instead killed by the explosive. Sergeant First 

Class William James (Jeremy Renner) is brought in to replace Thomson. An adrenaline 

fiend and war addict, James eagerly embraces dangerous situations, choosing to 

dismantle the bombs manually rather than with the assistance of the remote control robot. 

Significantly, his character functions to re-insert a/the body into the narrative, which the 

film initially provides, but later negates when it reveals the spectator has been assuming 

the point of view of a military robot. In other words, The Hurt Locker activates the 

possibility of direct, bodily access to war, and then nullifies that possibility, only to 

encourage and reactivate it vis-à-vis an identification with Thomson. Contrary to Robert 

Burgoyne’s claim, however, The Hurt Locker cannot simply be understood as presenting 

“an implicit critique of the distance—moral and physical—of remote targeting and 

weaponry” by foregrounding the body.33 At one level, Thomson’s “body” is too 

ambiguously constituted to accommodate such a reading. Wearing a massive Kevlar or 

Advanced Bomb Suit and helmet, James appears both human and cybernetic. 

Identification with his body allows us access to the real (formulated here as experiential 

and phenomenological), heightened by extreme slow-motion photography that 

emphasizes the impact of exploding bombs and hyperkinetic editing that belies the film’s 

                                                             
33 Robert Burgoyne, “Embodiment in the war film: Paradise Now and The Hurt Locker,” 

Journal of War and Culture Studies 5, no. 1 (June 2012), p. 12. 
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scripted artifice. His cyborg-like appearance, however, works to reduce the vulnerability 

of the body.   

At the same time, The Hurt Locker perpetuates the disembodied gaze of so many 

other post-9/11 films in its approach to and representation of Iraqi bodies. Most often the 

Iraqis are captured in long shots or extreme long shots, with unflinchingly penetrating but 

vacant stares, viewed from James’ (quasi-mechanical) vantage point, serving little more 

than to legitimate his paranoia. The film obsessively and objectively documents them 

gazing at James and even videotaping the soldiers, but it never shows us how or what 

they see (figures 5.1-5.3). With the exception of a young Iraqi boy that James befriends, 

the bodies of the Arabs are abstracted or presented as potential human bombs, only too 

literally realized with the film’s climactic scene during which James fails to disarm an 

explosive that has been forcibly strapped onto the body of an Iraqi man. James might 

provide us with more access to embodiment than the unmanned drone missile, but his 

blunted affect and his distanced, seemingly mechanized view of the Iraqis (that he shares 

with the camera itself) exemplifies Jordan Crandall’s claims regarding the camera and 

gun’s “collapse into one another”:  

There are two modes to this collapse. We might call them the 
manned and the unmanned. A channel of reembodiment opens up 
via reality media and its focus on unfiltered immediacy. At the 
same time, a channel of disembodiment opens up via automated 
vision and the “unmanned.” Think of two modes. One is the 
handheld camera, live and on the scene. We watch seemingly 
immediate, raw footage through it. The other is the disembodied 
gaze. We don’t watch through it. It is the gaze that belongs to 
everyone and no one. The camera-riding bomb is only one 
example.34 

In this regard, Burgoyne’s claim that James’ “armoured body” can be “read as the 

representation of a nation traumatized by conflict, nearly immobilized by the desire to 

                                                             
34 Jordan Crandall, “Unmanned: Embedded Reporters, Predator Drones, and Armed 

Perception,” Ctheory, April 9, 2003, http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=378. 
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wage a war in which ‘no soldier is lost,”’ seems to miss the point.35 Rather than 

understand James’ armored body in traumatic terms, I would suggest that James’ body 

more fittingly describes Crandall’s notion of “armed” perception.36 Burgoyne’s tendency 

to privilege the discourse of trauma to interpret the American male body is one that is 

shared by a number of other critics examining 9/11, and it is certainly one that is 

endorsed by many of the combat films themselves, especially the home front variety.    

The Home Front Film 

The paranoia of The Hurt Locker, the discourse of trauma, and the role of 

mediation that features so prominently in the post-9/11 films converge in what I am 

referring to as the “home front” film. Some of these films feature soldiers who are 

AWOL, have been injured and cannot return to war, or who are merely on leave.  

Frequently oscillating between memories or (heavily mediated) images of their time 

spent in the Middle East (inscribed with a kind of “pastness” in the film) and their 

difficulties in coping with their combat experiences in the present, the films’ frequent 

activation and mobilization of various temporal registers demand attention.  As a 

somewhat typical re-acclimation narrative, The Messenger (Oren Moverman, 2009) tells 

the story of U.S. Army Staff Sergeant Will Montgomery (Ben Foster) who returns home 

from Iraq, where he is assigned as a Casualty Notification Officer. Partnered with 

Captain Tony Stone (Woody Harrelson), Montgomery must notify family members and 

relatives when a soldier has been killed. In one of his routine house visits, he ends up 

meeting and falling in love with Olivia Pitterson (Samantha Morton), to whom he has 

delivered news of her husband’s death. By and large, The Messenger confines its 

engagement with the Iraq War to a drama about post-traumatic stress syndrome, in which 

                                                             
35 Robert Burgoyne, “Embodiment in the war film: Paradise Now and The Hurt Locker,” 

pp. 8-9. 

36 Jordan Crandall. 
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Montgomery and Stone’s past combat experiences repeatedly threaten to spill over into 

their present lives, particularly in light of their new jobs, which reactivate their memories.      

Badland (Francesco Lucente, 2007) also filters its views of the war through the 

lens of trauma.  As a Marine reservist, one who has served in both Gulf Wars, Jerry 

(Jamie Draven) is unable to deal with his memories of war or re-acclimate to civilian life. 

Killing both his wife and son, and kidnapping and resettling in another city with his 

daughter, Jerry is eventually provided with a “magical” second chance opportunity to 

undo the violent acts he has committed against his family. Similarly, Homeland 

(Christopher C. Young, 2009), focuses on Arne Christenson (Whip Hubley), a soldier 

who experiences serious difficulties upon his return to his family’s home and civilian 

life.37 The film provides only a few and extremely brief flashbacks that offer glimpses of 

his time in Iraq, and when it does, it is to demonstrate the violence that has been enacted 

by the Iraqis rather than violence he may have participated in himself. One such 

flashback informs us that Christenson was captured by an insurgent who threatened to 

torture him while the insurgent’s son videotaped him.38 However much the past and 

memories of the past threaten to disrupt the present lives of the soldiers, each of these 

films is far more interested in using Iraq as a backdrop or pretext for examining and 

indulging in personal psychology. The films are not only depoliticized, because they 

avoid sketching out the war in Iraq in political or historical terms, but also in prioritizing 

the present (and the trauma that is recorded on the body and psyche of the American male 

soldier) to completely erase or distance the audience from the violence that was 

committed in Iraq and against Iraqi civilians. In the Valley of Elah, however, more than 

any of these films does return to the past, and while the film does confront and visualize 

                                                             
37 To clarify, this chapter makes references to both the film called Homeland, and later a 

popular television series by the same name, which have no connection to one another. 

38 Like The Hurt Locker, Homeland points to an anxiety about the Other acquiring and 
possessing media and surveillance technology, a topic I will return to later in the chapter 
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atrocities that were committed by the American side, its complex oscillation between the 

temporal registers of the past and present to do so, merits closer examination.   

In the Valley of Elah 

In The Valley of Elah (Paul Haggis, 2007) is based on an article by Mark Boal 

(the embedded journalist and screenwriter of The Hurt Locker and Zero Dark Thirty), and 

is inspired by actual events surrounding the disappearance and murder of an American 

soldier upon his return to the United States. The film begins with our central protagonist, 

Hank Deerfield (Tommy Lee Jones) being notified that his son Mike has gone missing 

while on leave from military duty in Iraq. As a Vietnam veteran himself and patriarch to 

a military family (the film insinuates that he is responsible for both of his sons becoming 

soldiers), Hank is unconvinced that his son has gone AWOL. Traveling to Mike’s 

military base to investigate the situation, Hank questions each of his son’s friends and 

fellow soldiers to no avail. Not long after his arrival, Hank is informed that a badly 

burned and mutilated body has been discovered on a roadside, and soon after the body is 

identified as indeed being that of his son. Stoically grieving but intent on finding out who 

murdered his son, Hank turns to and joins forces with Emily Sanders (Charlize Theron), a 

civilian detective, after receiving little assistance from military personnel.  

In the Valley of Elah is fashioned as a detection narrative and references to 

Hank’s past experience as a military policeman in Vietnam work to constitute him as a 

kind of expert. That he is a good detective is confirmed throughout the film, as he 

repeatedly unearths clues that both the army and civilian police have overlooked. 

However, despite his expertise, Hank has a blind spot that prevents him from seeing that 

Mike’s fellow platoon members are responsible for killing his son. Hank is more inclined 

to believe that Mike was a victim of the Mexican drug cartel. When Emily makes a case 

for Mike’s friends having murdered his son, Hank angrily responds: “You have not been 

to war so you are not gonna understand this. You do not fight beside a man and then do 
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that to him.” Hank’s blind spot is, in fact, central to how In the Valley of Elah constructs 

the war in Iraq as a new and different kind of war, even to the extent of recasting the 

Vietnam War in a positive light. Hank’s discipline and overall positive habits are 

regularly contrasted with what we and he gradually and shockingly discover about 

Mike’s behavior. Hank is constantly shown polishing his shoes, manually ironing his 

clothing against a table, and making his motel bed every morning despite the grief at his 

son’s death. He only fails to maintain his decorum when he learns about Mike’s cruelty 

and indecency—and the rampant drug use, alcohol, and pornography that preoccupied his 

son and fellow platoon members.  

Hank is not only dismayed to hear about his son’s frightening and abusive 

treatment of the female dancers at the strip bar Mike frequented, he is also appalled by 

the grizzly discoveries he makes regarding his son’s behavior while he was in Iraq. As 

part of Hank’s search for clues as to who murdered Mike, he hires a technician to repair 

the badly damaged files on Mike’s cellphone, thereby hoping to recover his son’s video 

diaries. Over the course of the film, Hank receives and views Mike’s videos, gradually 

discovering the extent of his son’s violent behavior in Iraq. Mike’s diaries capture him 

abusing Iraqi prisoners that he had promised to help (one video, for instance, shows him 

sadistically poking his finger in an Iraqi man’s bullet wound, earning him the ironic 

nickname “Doc”). In another video, Mike had photographed himself among a group of 

badly burned and murdered Iraqis, while informing his father that nothing that is taking 

place around him seems to be real. Hank finally discovers that his son inadvertently ran 

over and killed an Iraqi boy with the tank he was driving, an event that Mike had tried to 

communicate to his father after it first happened but Hank would not hear of it. 

Despite In the Valley of Elah’s willingness to expose American abuse of Iraqis in 

a way that the aforementioned home front films were not, its anti-war critique is 

mitigated by a number of factors. First, the film uses Iraq to revision and rescue the 

Vietnam War, which it accomplishes by emphasizing Hank’s shock and incapacity to 
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take in and comprehend Mike and his friends’ offenses. Second, the film softens Mike’s 

criminal behavior and diminishes the impact of his abuse; the spectator is only allowed to 

witness the abuse vis-à-vis the distancing and mediated mechanisms of digital 

technology. At the same time, Mike’s violent acts against Iraqis are inscribed with a kind 

of pastness, as opposed to the suspenseful immediacy of the unfolding investigation into 

Mike’s own murder. As opposed to the fuzzy, heavily pixelated images and poor quality 

video we see of Iraqis, Mike’s remains are instead shown in all their materiality, up close 

and in the present, and mourned over by his mother and father. In addition, Mike’s cruel 

behavior is explained as a result of his participation in a war he is too young to 

understand, and situated and excused by the film’s broader discourse that emphasizes 

post-traumatic stress disorder. 39  

The film’s title itself, which is elaborated on in the biblical story that Hank tells 

Emily’s son, also functions to allegorically exonerate Mike. At the conclusion of the film, 

Emily will retell her son the same story of David fighting Goliath in the Valley of Elah. 

When she finishes, her son asks her: “Why would he try to fight a giant if he was just a 

boy? Do you think he was scared?” To which Emily replies: “Yes, I think he would have 

been very scared.”40 In the Valley of Elah, like other films that are willing to criticize the 

war in Iraq, exclusively frames its anti-war sentiment in terms of the deleterious impact it 

has on American soldiers, and not as a critique of the United States’ invasion of Iraq, or 

                                                             
39 Like Mike’s inability to grasp the “reality” of Iraq, the behavior of Mike’s fellow 

soldiers who kill him and then casually dine at a fast food restaurant immediately afterwards is 
explained as the consequence of post-traumatic stress disorder. Another minor subplot that 
mobilizes the rhetoric of trauma involves a woman who is eventually murdered by her husband 
after he returns from Iraq. The film seems to direct all of its blame at the civilian police who 
ignore her pleas for help after her husband kills their dog, and none at the husband himself.  

40 Elaborating on the United States’ invasion of Iraq through a biblical analogue 
invoking the Christian victory (represented by the disadvantaged and young David/Mike rather 
than the might of the United States’ industrial-military complex) over a monstrous and primitive 
kind of paganism (represented by the Philistines/Iraq) is yet further evidence of the film’s 
seriously limited critique of the Iraq War.  
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the ethical ramifications of this invasion. By mobilizing first and foremost a discourse of 

trauma, which is common to a vast majority of post-9/11 films that engage with Iraq, In 

the Valley of Elah displaces the victimization of Iraqi civilians onto the bodies of 

American soldiers.  

Framing the War: The Combat Film, Trauma, and Torture 

While the majority of post-9/11 American combat films focus their attention on 

the vulnerable, damaged, traumatized body of the American male soldier, the images of 

both American wartime atrocities and their Iraqi victims are often invoked at a distance, 

through a memory, digitized and mediated. If Arab bodies are inscribed with a pastness, 

American bodies preoccupy our attention in the present. Rather than read these images as 

evidence of American trauma, which too many (but certainly not all) scholars writing 

about 9/11 have privileged, I argue that trauma discourse has been mobilized as a strategy 

which avoids confronting the more political ramifications regarding American presence 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. It is disheartening to see how this use of trauma, in deflecting 

from the political and economic investments of war, has too often received support and 

endorsement from popular and scholarly critics in their work on 9/11. From the early 

emphasis on commemoration and memorialization (for example, the New York Times 

“Portraits of Grief”) to the promiscuous invocation of trauma (as exemplified by E. Ann 

Kaplan’s recourse to “vicarious trauma,” or what she describes as a secondary trauma 

that occurs through viewing media),41 trauma has been the filter through which the post-

9/11 film has been viewed, understood, even legitimized. We need to question the politics 

of trauma discourse, considering how easily the narrative can be coopted to generate 

sympathy for the perpetrators of crimes rather than their victims.  

                                                             
41 E. Ann Kaplan, Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and 

Literature (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005), p. 87. 
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In 9/11 Culture, Jeffrey Melnick’s excellent study of 9/11’s broad impact on 

American culture, covering topics as diverse as conspiracy theories, hip hop music, 

photography, and cinema, the author points to the way narratives about 9/11 have often 

been personal and narcissistic and have “always encouraged the people reading, 

forwarding, or discussing them to stitch themselves into the developing story of 9/11.”42 

Even works that have been largely critical of the popular rhetoric that mobilized and 

manipulated the events of 9/11 to legitimize the American invasion of Afghanistan and 

Iraq such as Susan Faludi’s insightful and well-researched The Terror Dream, mitigates 

its critique by slipping into the language of trauma: “For a moment on the morning of 

September 11, we were awakened to the reality of our weakness and vulnerability. The 

revelation was too disturbing to bear and we soon turned away.”43 To suggest moving 

beyond this frame is not the same as suggesting that 9/11 was not a traumatic event. 

Rather it is to suggest that Hollywood’s engagement with the Patriot Act, extraordinary 

rendition, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, its films’ rendering of all sorts of human 

rights violations including the use of torture and indefinite detention in CIA black sites, 

relies on the cooptation, mobilization, and manipulation of a discourse that foregrounds 

and privileges the American body while evacuating, dehumanizing, or mediating the 

Other. It is also to suggest that Hollywood has co-opted the discourse of victimization, 

even if lukewarm box office sales suggest that most efforts have not been commercially 

successful. The claims to compulsive melancholia that have been so routinely applied and 

                                                             
42 Jeffrey Melnick, 9/11 Culture (Malden, MA and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), p. 

35. While Melnick focuses on popular culture, this criticism can be extended well beyond the 
realm of popular to include academic, scholarly literature. It seems no small matter that various 
scholars’ books about 9/11 originate with their own personal narratives. Faludi’s Terror Dream, 
for example, begins with a description of an ominous dream she has on 9/11. The Terror Dream: 
Fear and Fantasy in Post-9/11 America (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2007), pp. 19-20. 
Kaplan’s Trauma Culture commences with her experience as a child in World War II England, 
the trauma of which she notes is reactivated by 9/11, and Prince refers to the Virginia Tech 
Massacre as summoning memories of 9/11.  

43 Susan Faludi, p. 287. 
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recycled as part of a psychoanalytic toolkit work to legitimize (whether advertently or 

inadvertently) rather than question the turn to trauma in films about the Middle East. We 

need to move beyond uncritical trauma explanations and allow for the kind of distance 

that allows us to view these objects critically, and as artifacts that belong to a broader 

cultural and geopolitical landscape, rather than emphasize the traumatic “inability” to 

address 9/11—and its ties to Middle Eastern geopolitics.44  

The Body as Historical Document 

Perhaps the politics of embedding and embodiment are nowhere more 

successfully combined than in the current television series Homeland (Howard Gordan 

and Alex Gansa, 2011-present) and Kathryn Bigelow’s Zero Dark Thirty (2012). As In 

the Valley of Elah, both Zero Dark Thirty and Homeland blend elements of the 

intelligence/detection narrative (Syriana, Body of Lies, Rendition) with elements of the 

military narrative (The Hurt Locker, Generation Kill). Interestingly, Homeland and Zero 

Dark Thirty feature central protagonists and CIA detectives that are female and both 

encompass a temporal framework that includes the Bush and Obama administrations. The 

way each delineates a notion of pastness or history that is set against the present, points to 

new developments in the depiction of the “war on terror.” In addition, Homeland and 

Zero Dark Thirty both exploit trauma discourse to exceptionalize and differentiate the 

American body from the Arab/Muslim body. Furthermore, they construct the 

Arab/Muslim body in a way that diminishes the moral and ethical ramifications of 

American acts of torture. While there are also important differences between them, 

Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty work through the transition to the Obama administration 

in revealing ways.    

                                                             
44 The turn to Freudian discourse that assesses so many post-9/11 films in relation to 

proper response to trauma (mourning) versus exhibiting an unhealthy proximity to the event 
(melancholia) has told us very little about how these films very sophisticatedly work to produce 
bodies of the Other that do not invite identification or compassion.   
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Homeland 

Based on the Israeli television drama Prisoners of War (Gideon Raff, 2010-2012), 

the Showtime series Homeland centers on the intersecting lives of two central 

protagonists, CIA operations officer Carrie Mathison (Claire Danes) and U.S. Marine 

Nicholas Brody (Damian Lewis).45 While Mathison is stationed in Iraq, she receives 

information from an al-Qaeda operative that an American prisoner of war has turned. 

Because this operation is unauthorized, Mathison is reassigned to Langley, where she 

feverishly continues her investigation. Meanwhile, Brody, a prisoner of war who had 

been held captive for eight years by al-Qaeda but long thought dead is rescued by Delta 

Force. Mathison soon becomes convinced that Brody is the soldier-turned-terrorist to 

which the al-Qaeda operative was referring. Unknown to Brody, who is visibly suffering 

from post-traumatic stress disorder and experiencing difficulties re-assimilating to life 

with his wife and two children, Mathison is illegally surveilling his home. Despite 

Mathison’s growing suspicions and Brody’s increasingly suspect behavior, the latter’s 

collaboration with the terrorist leader Abu Nazir (Navid Negahban), an Osama bin Laden 

figure, who is planning a major attack on the United States, is not confirmed until the last 

few episodes of the first season. 

Homeland generates its suspense with the CIA’s race to avert another major 

terrorist attack on American soil, but the show also manufactures much of its tension by 

means of Mathison and Brody’s evolving relationship. While Mathison’s obsession with 

tracking down the American working with al-Qaeda becomes an obsession with the 

Marine himself, Brody increasingly turns to Mathison for an intimacy that seems 

impossible with his wife.  Both of them invariably convey their sense of estrangement 

from coworkers, family, and friends, while implicitly attributing it to their traumatic and 

                                                             
45 Rather atypically, the opening credit sequence for the television series indicates that 

the show is “based on the Israeli show Hatufim” and thus advertising the nationality of the 
original series.  
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alienating experiences in Iraq. Homeland encourages spectatorial identification with 

Mathison and Brody via flashbacks that provide access to their individual experiences in 

Iraq, particularly because these flashbacks allow for glimpses of the two that none of the 

other characters have access to or “can understand.” Furthermore, if Mathison and Brody 

find solace in one another’s bodies (and their sexual relationship figures prominently in 

the show), the series foregrounds their “broken” bodies and “the body” at large.  

Homeland’s opening credit sequence powerfully demonstrates the series’ 

mobilization of the body to appeal to both history/collective memory and pathos/personal 

memory. The sequence blends archival television footage and audio recordings in which 

images and/or voices (of Ronald Reagan, George H. Bush, Bill Clinton, Colin Powell, 

George W. Bush, and Barack Obama) are seen and/or heard decrying terroristic attacks 

against Americans. These scenes are juxtaposed with images that frame the terrorism as 

emanating from the Middle East—one shot for example, features almost entirely faceless 

women wearing burkas and speaking in untranslated Arabic. In contrast to this anonymity 

and facelessness, the images of Mathison are of personal photographs taken at various 

stages of her life, illustrating her aging process. Many of these images include actual 

photos of Danes, the actress playing Mathison, and show her maturing from a sleeping, 

vulnerable little girl to the CIA agent she is in the present.  Throughout this process, 

media and audio recordings inform us of various terrorist attacks and in some instances, 

the young Mathison is shown watching these images on television. By juxtaposing shots 

of escalating Middle East terrorism that culminates in 9/11 with shots of Mathison’s 

evolving life, the opening credit sequence firmly establishes her as a witness to history. 

However, historical evidence of the threat and impact of terrorism seems not only to be 

authorized by journalistic accounts and media coverage; it is also recorded and 

substantiated by Mathison’s body itself. The disjointed, stuttering, and fragmentary 

footage of Mathison—for instance, we get extreme close-ups of her anxious face and 

twitching eye lids—mirrors the shaky, handheld archival footage that we see of a 
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panicked and scattered crowd in front of the burning Twin Towers. Mathison’s voice-

over accompanies these images, asserting: “I’m just making sure we don’t get hit again.” 

Later her voice sounds even more desperate and strained: “I missed something once 

before. I won’t. I can’t….” Other images that constitute the opening sequence include 

Brody (who appears equally entrapped), emerging from his hole-in-the-ground prison, 

and although he is less on display, his body is likewise represented as traumatized and 

under siege. 

Homeland’s opening sequence hints at the profound attention given to both 

Mathison and Brody’s bodies in the series. Whether she is popping prescription pills, 

receiving hospital care for her mania, or undergoing electroshock therapy, Mathison’s 

behavior becomes increasingly erratic and unpredictable. Diagnosed with bi-polar 

disorder, and with her CIA job taking an immense toll, Mathison’s body is marked as 

exceptionally vulnerable and distressed. Brody’s body is likewise a wreck, and his 

numerous scars serve as a physical reminder of the abuse and torture he endured at the 

hands of al-Qaeda. Visibly suffering from post-traumatic stress syndrome, Brody is 

unable to sleep, cannot perform sexually with his wife, and has violent outbursts 

(shooting and killing a deer during a backyard barbeque). In other words, trauma 

discourse is very self-consciously deployed to map a broken nation onto the broken 

bodies of the series’ two central protagonists. However, while Mathison is in line with 

and a descendant of CIA agent Elise Kraft in The Siege (see chapter two) in that their 

bodies are clearly marked as female, excessive, over-identifying and too close to the 

object they are investigating, she also suggests an important shift in regard to 

victimization discourse.  

The Siege characterizes victimization as false, excessive, unproductive, and 

advocated for an alternative (the FBI, whose agents approach their work in terms of a 

distanced and objective investigation of criminality). While The Siege punishes Elise with 

death for her over-identification with the terrorist, Homeland posits Mathison’s over-



169 
 

 
 

identification as heroic. Mathison’s bodily trauma functions as a visible historical record, 

in terms of both witnessing the escalation of terrorism and in displaying her struggle 

against it. Mathison and Brody’s pain are prioritized and exceptionalized, to the extent 

that they obscure and diminish the Arab body. Perhaps there is no greater evidence of this 

than in Brody’s reason for turning against the United States in the first place. After he is 

freed from his captivity by Abu Nazir, Brody is tasked with caring for and teaching 

English to Issa, the latter’s son. When, while at school, Issa is killed as the result of an 

American bombing campaign on Iraq, Brody is the one who finds him and it is Brody’s 

body (not Abu Nazir’s) that functions as a privileged site of anguish and mourning. In 

other words, even when Homeland acknowledges American violence, it shows us 

American bodies improbably bearing the brunt of that violence.  

Homeland’s remarkable commercial success and critical acclaim (it garnered the 

2012 Emmy Award for Outstanding Drama Series, and Outstanding Lead Actor and 

Actress in a Drama Series for Lewis and Danes respectively) might suggest that the 

seriality of the television format offers a structure better suited to the endless “war on 

terror,” in contrast to the limited box office success of many of the films dealing with the 

topic.46 One film that does seem to overcome the endless “war on terror,” however, is 

Zero Dark Thirty, which notably narrativizes the real-life search for and killing of Osama 

bin Laden.  

Zero Dark Thirty 

Zero Dark Thirty (2012) begins by informing us that what we are about to witness 

is “based on first-hand accounts of actual events.” While this promise of historical 

                                                             
46 24 is another show that directly engages with 9/11 and its huge success also seems 

evidence of the television’s format more closely resembling the structure of an endless “war on 
terror.” Homeland’s ingeniousness of setting the series before a realistic backdrop that includes 
references to al-Qaeda, 9/11, and so on, while choosing to fictionalize the terrorist leader Abu 
Nazir (in lieu of Osama bin Laden) means that the series might have a better shot at successfully 
continuing given the capture and death of bin Laden. 



170 
 

 
 

realism on the part of Hollywood is by no means unprecedented, interviews by both the 

director Kathryn Bigelow and screenwriter Mark Boal (the former embedded journalist 

who also wrote the screenplay for The Hurt Locker) highlighted their unparalleled access 

to and dependence on military and intelligence officials and operatives with knowledge 

of Osama bin Laden’s capture and death. They even indicated that no existing genre 

classification could accommodate Zero Dark Thirty, with both finally settling on 

“reported film” to describe it.”47 As early as May of 2012, months before the film’s 

release, controversy was generated over the access Bigelow and Boal were given to 

classified information. In addition to documents, the filmmakers visited a classified 

facility (the name of which was redacted in released documents), toured CIA vaults, and 

were allowed to see Bin Laden’s compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. Peter King, the 

Republican chairman of the Congressional Homeland Security committee, decried this 

access as a “damning story of extremely close, unprecedented, and potentially dangerous 

collaboration [with filmmakers].”48 The film’s use of classified and military documents 

ultimately led to the Senate Intelligence Committee investigating the filmmakers and 

their contacts—an investigation that only officially closed on February 25, 2013.49  The 

other major controversy surrounding Zero Dark Thirty, and one not unrelated to the use 

of classified documents, is the film’s depiction and handling of torture.  Reviews of the 

film categorically questioned whether or not it promoted or endorsed torture as generally 

effective, and particularly central to the capture of bin Laden. Both controversies indicate 

                                                             
47 Ann Hornaday, “‘Zero Dark Thirty’ and the new reality of reported filmmaking,” 

Washington Post, December 13, 2012, http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-12-
13/entertainment/35812464_1_zero-dark-thirty-kathryn-bigelow-jessica-chastain. 

48 Rory Carroll, “Kathryn Bigelow given information on unit that killed Osama bin 
Laden,” Guardian, May 23, 2012, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2012/may/24/kathryn-
bigelow-bin-laden-intelligence. 

49 Ann Hornaday, “‘Zero Dark Thirty’ investigation closed — mission accomplished?,” 
Washington Post, February 26, 2013, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/style-
blog/wp/2013/02/26/zero-dark-thirty-investigation-dropped-mission-accomplished/. 
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not only how far Zero Dark Thirty went in promoting itself as a historical document or 

report, but perhaps more importantly, the extent to which it was perceived as such.  

 Zero Dark Thirty’s engagement with history, like the opening sequence of 

Homeland, begins with an indexical reminder of the 9/11 attacks. However, instead of 

video footage, an audio track of 911 phone calls made by people trapped in the World 

Trade Center on the day of the attacks accompanies a blank screen. Although both 

Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty entirely locate the origins of trauma in the events of 

9/11, the former embodies this trauma vis-à-vis Mathison and Brody, while the latter 

designates trauma as that which cannot be represented (the blank screen). Zero Dark 

Thirty moves from this blank screen to one of the many CIA black sites to appear in the 

film, where CIA agents are preparing to torture an unidentified man. The narrative 

privileges 9/11 as the beginning of a history that ultimately (and via the process of 

torture) achieves closure with the death of bin Laden. Zero Dark Thirty delineates this 

history (or the accumulation of years) with titles referring to various terrorist events, and 

the year in which each occurs. In other words, despite its ten year span, the film barely 

even mentions the invasions of Afghanistan or Iraq, instead literally marking the passage 

of time with actual but disparate terrorist attacks taking place around the world.  

Even considering these visual allusions to terrorism, the most graphic images of 

the body are found in the extensive and elaborate torture of Ammar (Reda Kateb); CIA 

agents Dan (Jason Clarke) and Maya (Jessica Chastain) believe that torturing this 

member of al-Qaeda could ultimately lead them to information regarding the 

whereabouts of bin Laden. Ammar’s introduction comes with no other information about 

him; he has had no time to be vilified by the plot but is rather instantaneously 

criminalized by his imprisonment. The torture scenes are comprised of mostly cold, 

clinical long shots that are void of affect or a melodramatic gaze. Ammar’s body, despite 

being the object of torture, is not the tremulous, traumatized one of Homeland’s Mathison 

or Brody. His torturer, Dan, does not hesitate in what appears to be little more than a 
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bureaucratic undertaking—he is merely “doing his job.” Most of the intense debates 

regarding whether or not the film endorses torture as “effective” seem to miss the 

(ethical) point. Why Zero Dark Thirty presents torture as just one of the CIA’s many 

strategies and tactics (effective or not), de-dramatized and emptied of all affect,  seems 

the more meaningful question to focus on here. Slavoj Žižek writes: 

There is something deeply disturbing in how, later, he [Dan] 
changes from a torturer in jeans to a well-dressed Washington 
bureaucrat. This is normalisation at its purest and most efficient – 
there is a little unease, more about the hurt sensitivity than about 
ethics, but the job has to be done. This awareness of the torturer’s 
hurt sensitivity as the (main) human cost of torture ensures that the 
film is not cheap rightwing propaganda: the psychological 
complexity is depicted so that liberals can enjoy the film without 
feeling guilty.50 

Dan administers torture like a clinician, but Maya transforms from an agent, who initially 

reacts with the obligatory “hurt sensitivity” to the torture, only to later coolly participate 

in and threaten detainees with torture herself. That torture boils down to bureaucracy and 

efficiency—an unpleasant task but one that somebody has to do—is reinforced by 

Bigelow’s extra-textual framing of the film. Zero Dark Thirty never refers to what we are 

witnessing as torture, and in interviews of the film, Bigelow euphemistically refers to it 

as “enhanced interrogation.”  

Besides this process of normalization, what else is at stake in displaying—perhaps 

even advertising—American acts of torture? In other words, how might displays of 

torture and the production of an Arab/Muslim terrorist body that is the object of that 

torture work to benefit power? In her excellent essay, “Paranoid Empire: Specters from 

Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib,” Anne McClintock claims that what was, in fact, “new” 

about the 9/11 attacks, is the way they were able to generate a “crisis of vision” for the 

United States. It was not only that the terrorists had “hijacked” Western modern media, 

                                                             
50 Slavoj Žižek, “Zero Dark Thirty: Hollywood’s Gift to American Power,” Guardian, 

January 25, 2013, http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/jan/25/zero-dark-thirty-
normalises-torture-unjustifiable. 
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the terrorists’ self-imposed incineration “removed their bodies from the realm of the 

visible.”51 As a reflection of the transnational, dispersed, and unseen structure of al-

Qaeda terrorism, it meant that there was no “body” to punish: “The state was faced with 

an immediate dilemma: how to embody the invisible enemy and be visibly seen to punish 

it?”52 McClintock elaborates on the various strategies that went into overcoming this 

dilemma. The American government and military gave the enemy a recognizable face 

(bin Laden), they nationalized al-Qaeda so that it would be “equated” with two nation-

states, Afghanistan and Iraq, and they produced the enemy as “bodies.” The production of 

bodies involved “permanent US super-vision” of detainees and rendering the “power of 

their torturers and by extension the United States […] visible and fixed in the act of 

photography.”53 

McClintock’s study of the images of torture at Abu Ghraib or captivity at 

Guantanamo Bay, understands the documented photographs of abuse as performing a 

specific act, rather than functioning as a source of embarrassment as they have often been 

interpreted. Her description of the photographs’ purpose is incredibly useful for 

considering how torture is depicted and constructed in Zero Dark Thirty:  

Performance of bureaucratic rationalization: to produce the bodies 
of the “enemy” and make the prisoners legible as enemies, thereby 
putatively “legitimizing” the occupation. At the same time, the 

                                                             
51 Anne McClintock, “Paranoid Empire: Specters from Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib,” 

Small Axe 28 (March 2009), p. 57. The fact that a number of films (including Vantage Point, 
Homeland, The Hurt Locker) emphasize American mechanisms of surveillance and their 
sophistication, and yet still seem to exhibit worry over the Other “seeing” or controlling vision, 
points to some of these paranoid contradictions of the films. Indeed, McClintock points out: 
“What was […] genuinely new about the aftermath of the 9/11 attack was that, for the first time, 
control of the technologies of the image-world had swiveled in orientation: instead of the West 
looking at the rest of the world through the God-eye of modern visual technologies, it was as if 
the globe had swung on its axis and the ex-colonized world was now gazing at the West with the 
technologies of vision believed for centuries—by the West—to be under the West’s control,” p. 
56. 

52 Ibid., p. 57. 

53 Ibid., p. 58 
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photographs served as an instrumental means of perfecting the 
methods of torture (now dubbed by the ghastly euphemism 
“enhanced interrogation measures”) by using the visual archive of 
cruelty to gaze, again and again, at the scenes of torture in order to 
perfect through retrospective analysis the ever-refinement of 
techniques for breaking people down. 54  

The film’s inclusion of Maya viewing and reviewing the videotaped sessions of torture, 

analytically dissecting them for information she might have missed during the original 

torture session, not only works to produce and reproduce the criminalized and legible 

body of Zero Dark’s Thirty, it functions to divest the (mediated and remediated) Arab 

body of any humanity (figures 5.4-5.5).  

Like In the Valley of Elah, Zero Dark Thirty combines an intelligence narrative 

(inscribed with a kind of pastness) with a military narrative (that foregrounds the 

American body in the present). As Dan tells then-neophyte Maya near the beginning of 

the film: “This is going to take a while.” The first part of the film, the intelligence 

narrative, takes place from 2003 to 2011 when the raid of bin Laden’s compound is 

approved, and serves as a kind of historical record of the CIA. The latter part, the much 

shorter military narrative, encompasses the span of a few days, with most of the time 

allotted for “zero dark thirty” (military slang for nighttime) during which the raid takes 

place. Temporality in the military narrative is marked differently, emphasizing a “you are 

there before anyone else is” quality of the present. The raid itself is powered by a visceral 

activation of the body, and it mobilizes a kind of embedding in which the audience has 

direct access to what the SEALS experience. In addition to the restricted narration, which 

prevents the audience from accessing any information that the SEALS themselves are not 

privy to, the dizzying and seemingly spontaneous hand-held photography also works to 

invite a quality of bodily exhilaration and embodiment.  

That the audience views much of the action through the night vision goggles of 

the SEALS is significant for two reasons. First, the spectator is forced to assume the 

                                                             
54 Ibid., p. 59. 
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vision of the SEALS, encouraging identification with them. Second, and perhaps more 

important, the men, women, and children living in the compound are seen through the 

cold, green filter and mediated view of the goggles, which imbue the violence of the raid 

with a distancing—almost videogame—sensibility. The SEAL is all body; the 

Arab/Muslim Other is no/body. The embedding and embodying techniques of Zero Dark 

Thirty benefit largely from the fact that while most audience members are vaguely 

familiar with the “history” leading up to bin Laden’s capture, they are unfamiliar with the 

classified elements and details of the raid that have been kept from the public, and which 

the film seems to be the first to “report.” While Zero Dark Thirty contributes to the 

proliferation and disciplining of the Arab/Muslim body with its torture scenes, the 

greatest reward the film seems to offer, is the production (and destruction) of bin Laden’s 

own body by the film’s end.   

Unlike The Siege, where the military is presented as antagonistic to the FBI, or 

Green Zone, where the military is presented as misled by government intelligence, Zero 

Dark Thirty succeeds in depicting a well-oiled machine where the information gathered 

by the CIA leads to a well-planned and executed raid by the Navy SEALS. If so many of 

the earlier intelligence narratives lamented the failings of the CIA in heeding the 

warnings about 9/11, Zero Dark Thirty constructs a fully redemptive narrative where the 

CIA and the military successfully cooperate to finally provide an end to the narrative of 

9/11. The film’s success might, in fact, be attributed to the way it does manage to provide 

closure, giving shape to a narrative which had too often been made shapeless by the 

politics of an “endless war” on terrorism. Despite (or because of) its controversy over the 

depiction of torture, Zero Dark Thirty received overwhelmingly positive reviews, a 

number of Academy Award nominations (including Best Picture and Best Original 

Screenplay), and it likewise performed successfully at the box office. 55  

                                                             
55 Natalie Jamieson, “Has Zero Dark Thirty controversy helped its publicity,” BBC, 

January 24, 2013, http://www.bbc.co.uk/newsbeat/21176245. During its first wide release 
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Conclusion: The End of the “War on Terror” 

Despite the critical accolades, it was not lost on all of the film’s critics that Zero 

Dark Thirty’s release coincided with the European Court of Human Rights issuing a 

historic rule that condemned the CIA’s treatment of a terror suspect during the Bush 

years as “torture.”56 The film works to excuse the human rights violations of the Bush 

(and Obama) administration by showing how the long hours and difficult work of torture 

lead us to Osama bin Laden. Anne McClintock argues that the embodiment of the enemy 

as bin Laden was a “strategically disastrous tactic” under the Bush administration, given 

that he was able to appear and disappear so easily at will.57 Bin Laden’s capture under 

the Obama administration meant that a body, which had long ago been produced, could 

now be punished and destroyed. Importantly, unlike the Bush administration which 

emphasized the indeterminacy of the war on terror to defend its military tribunals, its 

indefinite detentions, or its vague agenda in relation to the extensive and interminable 

invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the Obama administration reflected an early 

discomfort with the endlessness associated with the phrase and concept of the “war on 

terror.”  In contrast to Bush’s declaration that the war “will not end until every terrorist 

group of global reach has been found, stopped, and defeated,” the Obama administration 

asked that the term “global war on terrorism” be replaced with “overseas contingency 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
weekend at the box-office Zero Dark Thirty generated 17 million dollars or the same amount as 
The Hurt Locker’s total take.  

56 Jane Mayer, “Zero Conscience in ‘Zero Dark Thirty’,” New Yorker, December 14, 
2012, http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2012/12/torture-in-kathryn-bigelows-
zero-dark-thirty.html. Khaled el-Masri, a German citizen of Lebanese descent, was mistakenly 
accused of being an al-Qaeda operative of terrorism, becoming a victim of extraordinary 
rendition. El-Masri was beaten, raped, and held captive for over four months. His experiences 
form the basis of Rendition (Gavin Hoold, 2007). For more information about the case, see 
Nicholas Kulish, “Court Finds Rights Violation in C.I.A. Rendition Case,” New York Times, 
December 13, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/14/world/europe/european-court-backs-
cia-rendition-victim-khaled-el-masri.html?_r=0. 

57 Anne McClintock, p. 57. 
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operations.”58 During Obama’s second-term campaign, his administration especially 

distanced itself from the “forever war” and the fatigue associated with it, touting the 

capture of bin Laden as a successful military solution and completion of what the Bush 

administration could not achieve. A recent cover of Newsweek that was emblazoned with 

an image from Bigelow’s film and the headline “How Zero Dark Thirty Predicts the 

Future” speaks to this shift. The article that the cover refers to asks: “Will Obama end the 

war on terror?” The author pinpoints the film’s ability to tap into this official change in 

attitude regarding the temporal framing and construction of the “war on terror.”59 

It is far too early to determine the exact impact the capture of bin Laden or the 

model provided by Zero Dark Thirty will have on depictions of war, terrorism, and the 

embodiment of the Arab/Muslim enemy. Whether the success of Zero Dark Thirty hints 

that this cycle of films is hardly over, or, instead, that this cycle might have arrived at its 

perfect conclusion remains to be seen. What can be said, however, is that unlike so many 

other post-9/11 films engaging with the geopolitics of the Middle East, Zero Dark Thirty 

could provide an “end” within its own narrative. If Generation Kill seemed to lag far 

behind its original reportage, and Green Zone and A Mighty Heart could only reiterate 

what every film audience already knew, Zero Dark Thirty scooped official reportage by 

accessing classified documents and reporting first on what took place during the raid on 

bin Laden’s compound. While post-9/11 intelligence and military narratives could situate 

the war on terror in Afghanistan and Iraq, and produce the enemy in terms of surveilled 

and disciplined bodies, they could not “prove” that this disciplining of the enemy body 

would lead to the capture of what had been the ultimate but elusive body of bin Laden. 

                                                             
58 Oliver Burkeman, “Obama administration says goodbye to ‘war on terror,’ Guardian, 

March 25, 2009, http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/mar/25/obama-war-terror-overseas-
contingency-operations. 

59 Daniel Klaidman, “How Zero Dark Thirty Predicts the Future,” Newsweek, December 
24, 2012, pp. 1 and 26. 
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The success of Zero Dark Thirty can be explained by the fact that it produced (and 

destroyed) the body of the enemy (bin Laden), offered audiences a strong, effective body 

with which to identify (Maya, the SEALS), and gave body or shape to the 

military/intelligence narrative itself—providing an end to the narrative of 9/11 before any 

other film could.   
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Figure 5.1.The threatening gaze of the Other in The Hurt Locker. 

 

Figure 5.2. The monstrous gaze as a weapon in The Hurt Locker. 
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Figure 5.3. Surveillance in the hands of “the enemy” in The Hurt Locker. 

 

Figure 5.4. Maya’s initial reaction to torture in Zero Dark Thirty.  
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Figure 5.5. Maya studying torture in Zero Dark Thirty.
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CONCLUSION 

In an article assessing Hollywood’s post-9/11 preoccupation with contemporary 

political topics, American essayist Lewis H. Lapham wrote: “Count the number of 

movies these days that play to America’s fear of losing its way in the world, and it’s a 

wonder that Congress doesn’t appoint an Iraq Study Group drawn from the company of 

studio executives seated poolside in Santa Monica and Beverly Hills.”1 However, even 

Lapham might be a little surprised by the audacity of a film like Argo (Ben Affleck, 

2012), which so explicitly valorizes the partnership between Hollywood and the CIA and 

in doing so functions as an illuminating coda to this dissertation. Based on the memoir 

The Master of Disguise written by CIA operative Tony Mendez, Argo singles out and 

recreates Mendez’s real-life experience as an exfiltrator sent to Tehran to rescue 

American embassy workers during the Iran hostage crisis of 1979.  

Argo commences with a brief historical prologue that mobilizes archival footage 

to elucidate the overthrowing of the Iranian prime minister and national hero Mohammad 

Mosaddegh in the 1953 CIA-orchestrated coup d’état. If the prologue acknowledges the 

United States’ contributions to the oppressive conditions that led to the Iranian 

Revolution, this historical overview is quickly overshadowed by the exigencies of the 

film’s chaotic and disconcerting narrative beginning.  Attempting to overtake the 

American embassy, thousands of largely undifferentiated and uniformly angry Iranian 

protesters soon force their way inside the building, eventually taking more than fifty 

embassy employees hostage. However, six employees avoid capture by secretly escaping 

to the home of the Canadian ambassador. Argo’s conflict centers on how to rescue and 

exfiltrate the embassy workers before they are discovered by the Iranians. At a loss for 

how to get them out of the country, the CIA finally turns to Mendez (Ben Affleck), an 

                                                             
1 Lewis H. Lapham, “Terror Alerts,” Harper’s Magazine, March 2007, p. 9.  
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exfiltrator operative who in turn seeks out the assistance of Hollywood itself. Mendez 

meets with Hollywood makeup artist John Chambers (John Goodman) and film producer 

Lester Siegel (Alan Arkin), and the three devise a rescue plan that involves creating a 

fake movie studio and disguising the embassy workers as members of a film crew who 

are in Tehran to scout locations for an upcoming production. During Argo’s extremely 

tense conclusion Mendez and company are prevented from boarding their plane, until one 

of the embassy employees furnishes the film’s storyboards to convince the airport guards 

of their story’s authenticity. The employee even leaves the storyboards for a guard who 

appears particularly taken by the “magic” of Hollywood. With its winning collaboration 

between Hollywood and the CIA, alongside its accommodation of history to authorize 

what is ultimately a conventional narrative privileging the individual American body over 

the nondescript Muslim one, Argo displays the dynamics of the post-9/11 film in their 

most literal form to date.     

The Hollywood films produced during the relatively short period between 9/11 

and the present day, already point to a number of discernible strategies, patterns and 

transformations regarding the American cinematic engagement with the Middle East and 

the “war on terror.” The pre-9/11 film The Siege (Edward Zwick, 1998) argues for the 

surveillance of the Arab/Muslim on the domestic front, privileging the FBI over the CIA, 

and constructing the latter as outmoded, ineffective, and even partly responsible for 

Arab/Muslim backlash or terrorism. Unlike the majority of Hollywood films that depicted 

or alluded to the Middle East in the 1980s and 1990s, as a transitional film The Siege pre-

figured the emphasis on and confrontation with history that would be increasingly visible 

in post-9/11 films. As a reflection of the impact postcolonial theory and multiculturalism 

has had on popular culture, The Siege’s accommodation of historical discourse is 

multifaceted, but should not be understood simply as a move in a more positive direction. 

Rather, the film’s turn to and recasting of history suggest a more sophisticated and 

insidious absorption of dissent. Instead of avoiding or evacuating history altogether, The 
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Siege serves as a relatively early example of the way history was instead relied upon to 

authorize and validate American knowledge and expertise about the Middle East. At the 

same time, the film mobilizes the structure and mechanisms of melodrama to write off or 

denounce Arab/Muslim victimhood.  

The Siege manages and defuses the history of CIA abuse by distancing itself from 

the agency and by postulating the FBI as the more effective and reliable intelligence 

alternative. However, after the 9/11 attacks, the image of the CIA would undergo a 

significant transformation. While the CIA would indeed be held responsible for failing to 

heed the warning signs of 9/11, Hollywood would narrativize this failing in the agency’s 

favor; the body of the intelligence agent was now broken, but that also meant it could be 

invested with victimhood. Films such as Syriana, Rendition, and Body of Lies express an 

anxiety regarding the expertise of the CIA, one that their fetishistic obsession with and 

failures involved in mapping the Middle East reflect. These films might appear critical of 

the surveillance strategies that target the Middle East and several of them, by 

documenting the United States’ use of drone missiles, foreground the violence of vision 

in rather explicit terms. At the same time, however, such films work hard to recover a 

space for the intelligence agent, demonstrating that they are far more forgiving of the 

CIA than a film like The Siege.  

In fact, these films use 9/11 as an opportunity to recuperate the intelligence agent 

by demonstrating his morality, earnestness, and desire to make up for the sins or failings 

of the past. The agent’s vulnerability is further affirmed by the films’ positioning of him 

rather than the Arab/Muslim as the victim (literally, in the case of Syriana) of unmanned 

warfare. In other words, the real grievance of these films is not the CIA’s surveillance or 

patrolling of the Middle East; rather it is the CIA’s displacement of its ground soldiers in 

favor of unmanned vision and surveillance technology. The Arab/Muslim body still 

demands investigation, but by acknowledging and accommodating the criticism against 

technologized warfare, these films recuperate the CIA by offering a more attractive 
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alternative—the American body as benevolent, vulnerable and victimized.  In contrast 

not only to the coldness of modern, mechanized warfare, but also the Arab/Muslim’s 

elusiveness, disembodiment, and mediation, the suffering CIA agent makes available a 

body with which to identify. While films such as Rendition or Body of Lies acknowledges 

the role played by Americans in torture, it is torture that remains at a remove, outsourced 

as it is to unidentified Arab countries or Jordanian secret police respectively. Syriana, on 

the other hand, has an extended scene where the CIA operative Barnes is himself the 

victim of torture. What such films point to is a shift away from the wholesale rejection of 

victimization or trauma discourse evident in The Siege, to an adoption and realignment of 

it that now benefits the American male body.  

If Syriana or Body of Lies mitigates the abuse of the CIA with redemption 

narratives that emphasize a well-intentioned lone agent, films like Munich go even 

further in that regard. Munich acknowledges and highlights the violent actions that are 

carried out by Mossad agents, but works to distinguish Israeli and Palestinian Arab 

violence from one another rather than propose moral equivocation. Again, and reflective 

of how the other post-9/11 films co-opt history, Munich does allude to the historical 

victimization of Palestinians, suggesting that the films can no longer avoid some attempt 

at historicizing the Middle East. However, it summons this history only to nullify and 

discredit it as “performance.” Rather than situate Palestinian violence as part of a global 

wave of anti-colonial militancy and terrorism, Munich instead isolates it from a broader 

post-68 context and constructs it as part of a teleology that leads to 9/11. Furthermore, the 

film mobilizes holocaust memory to invoke a long history of anti-Semitism, which in turn 

is used to explain Palestinian violence against Israelis.  

While the body of the Arab is often distanced and abstracted by media within the 

film itself, the Mossad agent is to the contrary shown to be effective, but extremely 

vulnerable and victimized by the heavy burden he must bear in carrying out justice. 

Whether it is Munich, Syriana, Rendition, or Body of Lies, these films all exhibit the 
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transformation from the hard-bodied, confident, and unrepentant figures of American 

intelligence and military in most 1980s and 1990s Hollywood films to the vulnerable, 

suffering, and thus morally commendable agent. Just as important, Munich is a key 

example of the way history was deployed, recast, and filtered through the events of 9/11. 

Some cultural narratives responded to 9/11 by avoiding history or emphasizing American 

exceptionalism, however, other if fewer narratives, invited and even demanded that other 

histories and parts of the globe be examined in relation to the attacks of 9/11. Although a 

number of non-American films made attempts to insert histories that would foreground 

the deleterious effects of American foreign policy and jurisdiction, post-9/11 Hollywood 

films retreated to many of these same historical moments in order to recalibrate history, 

prioritize American victimhood, and recuperate American expressions of power. 

The Siege depicts the military in entirely unfavorable terms, but it sustains the 

pre-9/11 invulnerable and militarized male body of 1980s and 1990s Hollywood action 

cinema. Alternately, many of the post-9/11 military narratives, such as In the Valley of 

Elah, The Hurt Locker, and Homeland (the television series and film), highlight the 

vulnerability of the American soldier. If The Siege makes efforts to undermine 

victimization discourse, these later films instead accommodate it, but reorient its gaze 

toward the soldier’s body. In Green Zone, the soldier is the earnest victim of false 

intelligence disseminated by the administration. Even a film like In the Valley of Elah, 

which confronts the abuse of Iraqi civilians at the hands of American soldiers, diminishes 

these abuses by attributing them to a traumatized and post-traumatized body. As its very 

title suggests, he is the brave but vulnerable David going up against the mighty and 

monstrous Goliath. These post-9/11 films, then, might demonstrate an even greater 

willingness to display abuses and torture—in these cases, they are even perpetrated by 

Americans themselves—but they are rationalized as the acceptable response and 

understandable behavior of a traumatized American body and nation. The abuse of Iraqi 

civilians on display in In the Valley of Elah, is often captured, mediated, and distanced by 
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video camera technology—and designated as belonging to the “past.” The traumatized 

and post-traumatized American soldier, by contrast, encourages emotional identification 

and generates far more affect because he is situated in the film’s “present,” and given a 

voice and character trajectory denied to the Arab/Muslim. In these instances, the 

immediate concerns of the present override the sins of the abstracted and mediated past. 

The post-9/11 home front film, which alternates between past memories of battle and 

current post-war problems of re-assimilation, becomes the perfect vehicle for 

distinguishing between the American and Arab/Muslim bodies through the deployment of 

such varying temporal registers.  

While many of the aforementioned post-9/11 films suggest some kind of struggle 

or discord between the military and intelligence, Zero Dark Thirty produces a narrative 

where the knowledge and expertise of the intelligence agent coalesces with that of the 

soldier to capture and destroy the enemy. The film oscillates between disembodiment 

(including clinical, detached, mediated scenes of torture) and embodiment (producing a 

temporal-spatiality that it invites the spectator to actively inhabit). Perhaps more than any 

other Hollywood film Zero Dark Thirty signifies and constructs 9/11 as “history” that is 

then prioritized over other historical moments. For instance, the film evacuates any 

reference to the invasions of Iraq or Afghanistan despite its twelve-year span. Instead it 

marks time and space by moving from one terrorist event to another, and from one 

anonymous CIA black site to the next. As one of the torturers remarks regarding the de-

dramatized and increasingly monotonous labor of torture: “This is going to take a while.” 

The twelve years of intelligence work that have gone into finding and finally destroying 

the body of bin Laden sanction and authorize the production of knowledge about the 

Middle East. In the most cynical of terms, if Zero Dark Thirty reclaims a space for the 

military body, which is credited with the destruction of bin Laden, it also reserves an 

important place for the CIA agent (as opposed to unmanned surveillance technology), in 

that the body of the intelligent expert is still needed to exact torture. Rather than celebrate 
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satellite technology and drone missiles, Zero Dark Thirty reinstates the human body but 

lessens the emotional impact of torture, which appears not so brutal after all, given its de-

dramatization as a bureaucratic undertaking.  

The post-9/11 Hollywood films discussed in this study accommodate, only to 

finally blot out or devalue the histories (or the historical perspectives) of the Middle East. 

At the same time, they work to rewrite and rescue the long and contested history of 

American foreign policy, economic investment, and involvement in the Middle East. 

Rather than avoid history entirely as so many pre-9/11 Hollywood films have managed 

quite comfortably, these films respond to the persistence of historical discourse that 

insisted 9/11 be understood in relation to, rather than outside, history. If at times, this 

meant that the figure of the Arab/Muslim was more carefully delineated via historical 

realism, it was also consistently managed, contained, and made uniform by generic and 

narrative devices. This had the effect of marking the historical perspectives emanating 

from the Middle East as insignificant, or at the very least, not as important as the more 

immediate and urgent dimensions of time and space that were used to articulate the 

American body.  While the Arab/Muslim body is deprived of affect, the American body 

is made exceptional because of its post-9/11 claims to victimhood and suffering. If the 

beginning of this cycle of films expresses moral outrage at the act of torture (The Siege), 

one of the most recent and successful manifestations of this cycle (Zero Dark Thirty) 

represents torture without any of the former’s voice of condemnation, testifying to the 

troubling normalization of torture and abuse directed as the infinitely Othered 

Arab/Muslim body.    

Despite Zero Dark Thirty’s conclusiveness or narrative “end” to the “war on 

terror,” it may be too early to conclude that this cycle of post-9/11 films has run its 

course. In fact, the continuing popularity of the television series Homeland and the recent 

critical and commercial success of Argo testify to this cycle’s ongoing relevance and 

currency. Indeed, even though the Obama administration might be less comfortable using 
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the phrase “war on terror,” the continuation of the detention camp at Guantanamo Bay 

(despite the promise to shut it down), the extension of the Patriot Act, and the dramatic 

increase in drone strikes since President Barack Obama took office, demonstrate that the 

post-9/11 abuses of American power undeniably (if perhaps more invisibly) persist. 
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