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POST-ORIENTAL OTHERNESS: HOLLYWOOD’S MORAL
GEOGRAPHY OF ARAB AMERICANS

It seems barely an exaggeration to say that Arab and Muslim Americans
are constantly talkedbout but almost never heard from. The problem is
not that they lack representations but that they have too many. And these
are all abstractions. Arabs and Muslims have become a fepelgry

issue, an argument on the domestic agenda, -&id@rcement pority,

and a point of wellmeaning concern. They appear as shadowy characters
on terror television shows, have become objects of sociological inquiry,

and get paraded around as puppets

floating everywhere in the virtual lanckgpe of the national imagination,

as either villains of Islam or victims of Arab culture.
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Abstract

How do filmmakers in the United States play a role in perpetuating narratives
of belonging to the American culture? What is the marking line between
Orientalist and post-Orientalist articulations of Arabness? In what ways have
the transnational configurations of geopolitics affected the image formations
of Arab Americans in Hollywood? This article emerges at the intersection of
those inquiries, and provides a historical account of Hollywood’s
representation of Arab Americans rooted in the 1970s. This decade, I argue,
constitutes a turning point in the industry’s nationalist projections of Arabness
from an Orientalist trope for Arabia to a post-Orientalist notion influenced by
U.S.-Arab and Arab-Israeli geopolitics. It replaces an earlier moral geography
that consumes the Orient while remaining distant from it with a new moral
geography that constantly questions Arab Americans’ belonging through
narratives of alienness and terrorism. The significance of this work lies in its
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investigation of the historical trajectory of Hollywood’s engagement with the
Arab American cultural identity.
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INTRODUCTION

Popular culture in the United States functions through sensational and rating-
based entertainment. It also promotes a hegemonic frame of reference for
cultural citizenship and national belonging in the life of “cultural citizens.”” It
serves as an ideological state apparatus, to echo French philosopher Louis
Althusser, guiding citizens through an acculturation process that homogenizes
their own subjectivity.’ In this sense, this article defines cultural citizenship as
a tool to subjectify minorities through the mediation of popular culture.* In his
scholarly reviews of Hollywood’s history, Lary May emphasizes the cinema’s
role in enunciating cultural citizenship. Hollywood, he argues, has been a site
of fury for debates around “good citizenship” because of its connection to
“political power, cultural authority, and the very meaning of national
identity.” For decades, Hollywood has played a major role in circulating a
popular sense of American collective imagination and manufacturing
sensational conceptions of cultural Otherness. Numerous scholars have
offered valid critiques of the cinema’s alienation of Natives, Latinos, Asians,
communists, Jews, and African Americans from U.S. mainstream cultural
scene.’

Hollywood’s conflated articulation of Arabness and Islam operates on
the similar premise of diminishing cultural difference through the Manichean
paradigm of binary opposition; for example, good versus evil, civilized versus
backward, peaceful versus violent, and so on. Jack Shaheen has investigated
this reductive binary code, and criticized its repertoire of Arab stereotypes and
images.” This article delves into Hollywood’s history and examines its role in
defining the cultural citizenship of the Arab American community. Towards
that end, it offers a historical overview of Hollywood’s representation patterns
of Arab Americans rooted in the 1970s. This decade, I argue, constitutes a
critical turning point in the industry’s projections of Arabness away from an
Orientalist trope for Arabia towards a post-Orientalist notion influenced by
U.S.-Arab and Arab-Israeli geopolitics. By post-Orientalism, I build on Melani
McAlister’s reading of post-WWII changes in U.S.-Arab encounters by
emphasizing the intricate interplay of U.S. cultural productions and
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sociopolitical changes during the 1970s, which cannot be read through Edward
Said’s influential Orientalist framework.® The boundaries of this interplay
draw from echoes of U.S. foreign policy; roles of Israeli diasporic filmmakers
in mediating their version of the Arab-Israeli conflict to American audiences;
and anxieties around the increasing presence of Arab and Muslim immigrants
with a deep commitment to activism and agency.

The 1970s departed from an earlier audience-targeted filmmaking
emphasis on consuming the Orient while remaining distant from it. It
embraced different sensational images of Arabs and Arab Americans through
narratives of alienness and terrorism. This transition was rooted in two
primary patterns of representation. The first pattern refurbished early images
of Arabia and imparted new constructions dictated by the 1970s energy crisis.
The second pattern borrowed Israeli productions of “Arabs as terrorists” and
defined Arab Americans through Hollywood’s codes of American cultural
citizenship. The framework of this article is designed to capture the meta-
narratives of those patterns; hence, it is beyond the scope of this work to offer
comprehensive textual analysis of each highlighted film. The significance of
this method lies in its investigation of the historical trajectory of Hollywood’s
engagement with the cultural identity of Arab American community. It
delineates the Arab American image in U.S. popular culture without
dismissing the importance of 9/11 in espousing an exclusionary nationalist
fervor, which continues to resurrect a deeply rooted stigma against Arabs,
Muslims, and look-a-likes in American cultural memory.

ARAB AMERICANS: ANEW MORAL GEOGRAPHY

Hollywood’s projection of the Arab image has contributed more than 1,300
films, the majority of which entertain superficial and denigrating images of
Arabs and Muslims while promoting representation patterns that articulate
Arabness in explicitly nationalist terms. Its productions, particularly during
the silent era, featured fetishized and exotic images of Arabs and registered the
potency of the Orientalist discourse in American culture, contributing to what
Abdelmajid Hajji identifies as “the Oriental Genre.”® The element of Arab
foreignness in early films like The Arab (1915), The Garden of Allah (1916),
Intolerance (1916), Cleopatra (1917), Salome (1918), An Arabian Knight
(1920), The Sheik (1921), A Son of the Sahara (1924), Son of the Sheik (1926),
and A Son of the Desert (1928) created a buffer zone or, as McAlister puts it, a
moral geography for Americans to both experience pleasures of the Orient—
romance, exotic milieus, and harem sexual allure—while spatially and
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culturally distancing themselves from it.'® In an era defined by mass
consumption, the sheer volume of films produced—at least eighty-seven films
during the 1920s—demonstrated Hollywood’s power in mediating this moral
geography.'' Most of the films produced prior to the rise of the United States
as a post-World War II super power and its adoption of an interventionist
foreign policy in the Middle East circulated this Orientalist framework. Arabs
were depicted as primitive people living in tents in between sand dunes, or in
underdeveloped cities full of dirt and chaos. Backwardness and violence were
their innate characteristics. Arab women were often perceived as submissive,
covered from top to toe, with no choice but to abide by certain patriarchal
rules. At other times, they were viewed within the lenses of sensuality; they
were either belly dancing seductively with their semi-naked bodies, or bathing
in harems."

The earliest traceable film featuring Arab Americans prior to the 1970s
is Victor Fleming’s Anna Ascends (1922) (Figure 1)."> An adaptation of Henry
Chapman Ford’s play bearing the same title, the film fetishizes the correlation
between acculturation and upward mobility in the life of a Syrian American
waitress, Anna Ayyob (Alice Brady). The film’s assimilation narrative is
reflective of the priorities of the first wave of Arab immigrants (1880-1920).
According to oral historian Alixa Naff, this wave—mostly based on the influx
of Arab Christians from Ottoman ruled Great Syria (modern-day Syria and
Lebanon)—was composed of hardworking peddlers with a deep commitment
to family and religion." Dow v. United States (1915) signified a moment of
triumph for these individuals in claiming their whiteness, which constituted a
racial resolution to naturalization-based citizenship at the time.'” Parallel to
the legal battle, Arab Americans struggled to negotiate for sociocultural
inclusion, and exhibited efforts to integrate and assimilate into the larger
culture. The failure of filmmakers to capture the nuance of this particular
history was partly informed by the Orientalist representation mode of the time,
a byproduct of a cultural trend in consuming the distant Orient. “The dearth
of American silent films reflecting the Arab immigrants’ experience” argues
Hajji, “is largely due to the fact that the Arab in these films is mostly a concept,

a trope, a fabrication of the imagination of Westerners.”'¢

Other factors accounting for the industry’s lack of interest in Arab
immigrant’s narrative could be attributed to the intertwinement of U.S.
encounters with the Middle East and the restrictive national-origin quota
system of Johnson-Reed Act (1924-1965). America’s investment in the region’s
geopolitics did not fully unfold until the aftermath of World War II, translating
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into a more sensational deployment of national politics, particularly regarding
Israel. Meanwhile, the Johnson-Reed Act’s annual cap of 523 Arab emigres
significantly controlled the Arab presence in the United States. The Arab
migration was regulated as follows: Arabian Peninsula (100), Egypt (100), Iraq
(Mesopotamia) (100), Palestine (with Trans-Jordan) (British mandate) (100),
and Syria and the Lebanon (French mandate) (123)."” The second wave of Arab
immigrants during the period 1940s-1960s did not gain recognition in the film
industry, which was still dominated by early Orientalist imaginations of
Arabia.'®
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Figure 1 A poster of Alice Brady in the role of
Syrian American Anna Ayyob - courtesy of Anna
Ascends

The liberalization of U.S. immigration law through Hart-Celler Act
(1965), however, facilitated the arrival of the third wave of Arab immigrants
leading to a current estimate of 3.5 million Arab Americans, more diverse in
terms of religion and nationality.  The correlation of U.S. neocolonial
interference in the Arab and Muslim worlds since the 1950s and the active
engagement of the third wave in U.S.-Arab as well as Arab-Israeli politics of
activism forged a space for Hollywood to devote some of its films to
mainstream sensational imagery of the Arab presence in the United States in
terms of foreign policy and national security. Examples of this trend include
films like The Next Man (1976), Black Sunday (1977), Wrong is Right (1982),
Wanted: Dead or Alive (1987), Terror in Beverly Hills (1988), Navy Seals
(1990), True Lies (1994), The Siege (1998), Pretty Persuasion (2004), Fatwa
(2006), Traitor (2008), and The Unthinkable (2010).
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