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Transmilitainment: Morocco’s Role in 
Hollywood’s War on Terror Films
Waleed F. Mahdi

This essay examines Morocco’s role in the production of Hollywood’s 
“war on terror” films over the period 2000–2020. That Morocco 
doubled for Yemen, Somalia, and Iraq, respectively, in Rules of En-

gagement (2000), Black Hawk Down (2001), and American Sniper (2014), 
I contend, is far from coincidental but is part of a shot-in-Morocco trend 
in Hollywood’s cinematic portrayals of US military operations in Arab and 
Muslim lands. Morocco doubled for Jordan in Body of Lies (2008), Somalia 
in Captain Phillips (2013), Libya in 13 Hours: The Secret Soldiers of Benghazi 
(2016), Afghanistan in Whiskey Tango Foxtrot (2016), and Pakistan in Army 
of One (2016). Filmmakers of Home of the Brave (2006), In the Valley of Elah 
(2007), Green Zone (2010), Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk (2016), The Yel-
low Birds (2017), and Thank You for Your Service (2017) chose Morocco to 
stand in for Iraq. Morocco was a filming destination for popular series like 
Homeland (2011–20), Tyrant (2014–16), Jack Ryan (2018–), and The Looming 
Tower (2018) and thrillers like Syriana (2005), The Situation (2006), Rendi-
tion (2007), Traitor (2008), and Beirut (2018). Even postapocalyptic fantasies 
like The Hills Have Eyes 2 (2007) and Hostile (2017) and horror films like The 
Objective (2008) and Red Sands (2009), which feature creatures and elements 
accentuated by Arabic and Islamic sounds and images that spook American 
troops, were filmed in Morocco.

This essay does not assume that Morocco—defined here as multiple actors 
that include government officials, private entrepreneurs, logistics facilitators, 
and filmmaking insiders—is Hollywood’s exclusive partner, nor does it purport 
to provide a comprehensive analysis of Hollywood’s multiple transnational 
partnerships. Jordan, for instance, doubled for Iraq in Redacted (2007), Battle for 
Haditha (2007), The Hurt Locker (2008), and Sand Castle (2017); for Pakistan 
in Zero Dark Thirty (2012); and for Afghanistan in Kilo Two Bravo (2014). 
The United Arab Emirates doubled for Saudi Arabia in The Kingdom (2007) 
and for Afghanistan in War Machine (2017). South Africa doubled for Iraq in 
Generation Kill (2008), Turkey for Iran in Argo (2012), and Spain for Iraq in 
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Megan Leavey (2017). Instead, the essay draws attention to the importance of 
examining meanings and implications of such transnational support for US 
militaristic entertainment with a case study of Morocco’s role in producing 
Hollywood’s “war on terror” films, inviting future research to explore what is 
at stake in these partnerships when entertainment—including gaming, music, 
and other media—is supported not by a specific governmental office like the 
Pentagon but by a different country altogether. As this essay demonstrates, 
my choice of Morocco lies in its prominence as the most competitive in the 
Arab world in attracting Hollywood’s productions because it provides not only 
cost-effective value to filmmakers but also the tools to produce repurposed 
imagery of Moroccan cultures and peoples as visual markers of the Arab and 
Muslim enemy and the ideological willingness to support the US reductive 
logic of terrorism.

My analysis of Morocco’s transnational support of US militaristic entertain-
ment culture builds on two theoretical frameworks, namely, “militainment” 
and “opportunistic transnationalism.” First, the transnational nature of this 
essay’s inquiry demands a category of analysis that engages and transcends 
existing discursive understandings of production and consumption of US 
militainment. Roger Stahl presents the most elaborate theory of militainment 
in Militainment, Inc.: War, Media, and Popular Culture, since he defines it as 
“state violence translated into an object of pleasurable consumption.”1 He theo-
rizes this commodification process as a post-9/11 discourse of civilian-military 
integration that has involved the production of military-friendly aesthetics 
and images—whether through embedded journalism, reality television shows, 
extreme sports, war films, shooting games, or patriotic merchandise. Scholars 
and journalists have extensively examined Hollywood’s multiple relationships 
with the CIA, the FBI, and the Pentagon.2 However, rather than considering 
the relationship between militarism and entertainment as one that either pro-
vides the US government with a “platform” for “propaganda” or materializes 
out of a controlling mechanism by wealthy producers to advance a certain 
agenda, Stahl’s analysis explores how “the consumer war works to construct the 
citizen’s identity in relationship to war.”3 Stahl argues that one key implication 
in the post-911 discourse of militainment is the transformation of American 
citizens-consumers through the militainment tropes of “clean war,” “techno-
fetishism,” and “support our troops” into an interactive mode of consumption 
that he labels as the “virtual citizen-soldier,” a product of the post-Vietnam 
“demilitarization of the citizen as subject of the military” and the post-9/11 
“remilitarization of the citizen as the object of the military.”4 As enriching as 
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Stahl’s theoretical account of militainment is, it is primarily predicated on the 
“national” as a category of analysis, but how can one conceptualize US-based 
militainment without recognizing that production and consumption of this 
mode of entertainment often operate beyond US borders?!

This essay, therefore, demonstrates how adopting the “transnational” as 
an alternative category of analysis in theorizing militainment unlocks more 
meanings and inquiries in a post-9/11 context of a global “war on terror” and 
an emerging sense of global Islamophobia. Inspired by the “transnational turn” 
in the field of American studies,5 I introduce the neologism transmilitainment 
to engage with such a context—without dismissing the theoretical vibrancy 
of militainment—and define it as a commodifying mode of non-US support 
for the production and consumption of US culture of militarism. While I 
conceive transmilitainment in a broader sense to capture the extent of US influ-
ence in capitalizing on global resources to produce militaristic entertainment 
by seeking direct or indirect support from partners in countries like Jordan, 
Israel, Morocco, Spain, South Africa, Turkey, and United Arab Emirates, 
this work offers a specific case study of how transmilitainment as an analytic 
frame makes sense of the Moroccan support for Hollywood’s “war on terror” 
films. This consideration complicates one’s understanding not only of how 
the production of militainment goes beyond the relationship between the US 
government and Hollywood but also of how implications of consumption of 
this entertainment function beyond American citizens-consumers and Stahl’s 
“virtual citizen-soldier” model. If militainment is about the commodification 
of US “state violence” into “pleasurable consumption,” I argue that transmili-
tainment is about the commodification of Morocco itself in the production 
and consumption of this pleasurable content.

Second, the essay builds on Mette Hjort’s frame of “opportunistic transna-
tionalism,” which she conceives as a cinematic production mode of transna-
tionalism that prioritizes profit in “the selection of partners beyond national 
borders.”6 Hollywood’s interest in Morocco, I argue, is not merely exploitative, 
as the term opportunistic transnationalism may suggest, but a form of neocolo-
nial violence. This violence ranges from the damaging effects of Hollywood’s 
fleeting promise of growth and prosperity in Morocco as a country to the 
repurposing of the Moroccan society into a signifier of Arabness and Islam to 
feed Hollywood’s Islamophobic visual repository that symbolically normalizes, 
if not legitimizes, US state military violence on Arabs and Muslims for global 
consumption. Rules of Engagement, Black Hawk Down, and American Sniper 
are examples of twenty-first-century films that offer some of the most offensive 
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portrayals of Arabs and Muslims in the US film industry and are rooted in 
an orientalist Hollywood tradition that denigrates and often vilifies Middle 
Easterners and their diasporas.7 These shot-in-Morocco works blur the lines 
between civilians and militants and reduce Arab and Muslim men, women, 
and children (often played by Moroccan actors and extras) into objects of pity, 
fear, and threat to American marines and snipers who, despite being the invad-
ers, are narratively framed as the real victims of war in the region.8 They reveal 
how the country’s clothing, architecture, and traditions have been transformed 
into a stockpile of experiences and images that associate Moroccan peoples, 
symbols, and landmarks with flattened stereotypical portrayals of Arabic and 
Islamic cultures and peoples. Crucially, the projections of urban warfare in such 
transmilitainment products capture US-Moroccan transnational interlinks of 
governments, private entities, civilians, and military personnel that transcend 
film plots to underwrite solidifying structures for what Alex Lubin calls a 
“never-ending” US-led global “war on terror” campaign.9

Why Morocco?

An already important destination for American tourism, study-abroad educa-
tion, business, and government programs, Morocco is also Hollywood’s most 
attractive filming destination in the Arab world. It retains a competitive edge 
compared with other Arab countries courting Western filmmakers. Although 
Morocco’s rebate incentive program offers only 20 percent back of a film’s 
production expenses compared with Jordan’s 25 percent and the United Arab 
Emirates’ 30 percent programs, Morocco remains the most competitive.10 
The government-administered Centre Cinématographique Marocain (CCM) 
advertises additional monetary benefits that include rebates from Royal Air 
Maroc for air transport of goods and passengers, exemption of value-added 
taxes on all goods and services acquired in the country, and symbolic tariffs 
for shooting films at historic sites and monuments. This is in addition to sim-
plifying procedures to import film-shooting equipment and accommodating 
filmmakers’ needs. For instance, filming of the war drama The Yellow Birds, 
which was denied in Jordan because of restrictions on flying army hardware 
mockups, was possible in Morocco after building a village and a military basis 
in Marrakech.11 Morocco’s accommodation also involves less restriction of film 
content.12 Consider how Dubai rejected the filming of Body of Lies because 
of disinterest in associating the city with imagery of extremism and terrorism 
only to be welcomed in Morocco.13
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Empowered by Decrees 2.12.325 (2012) and 2.17.373 (2017) that task the 
CCM with offering support for foreign productions, the process of accessing 
Moroccan official bodies of the state for filmmaking has become smoother.14 
The CCM, under the director Noureddine Saïl (2003–14) and his successor 
Sarim Fihri, has promised support to Hollywood filmmakers from the Royal 
Armed Forces, the Royal Moroccan Air Force, the Royal Moroccan Navy, the 
Royal Gendarmerie, and the National Security Service.15 This support, while 
available for all foreign productions, has offered valuable infrastructural sup-
port to Hollywood’s “war on terror” filmmakers, as I explain below. Crucially, 
this attitudinal openness operates at the disjuncture between a government’s 
official stance of rejecting negative images of Arabs and Muslims and a real-
ity of offering permissions to Hollywood filmmakers to shoot films that may 
simply do that. Perhaps this openness should not be surprising given Morocco’s 
ideological proximity to the US global “war on terror” campaign. Since King 
Mohammed VI’s visit to the Pentagon on June 21, 2000, Morocco has offered 
steadfast support for the US-led campaign against terrorism and was even des-
ignated as a major non-NATO ally in 2004.16 The United States is Morocco’s 
largest supplier of arms and has further contributed to modernizing Morocco’s 
military, by designating the country as a recipient of Pentagon’s surplus defense 
equipment and by supplying it with annual military aid.17 Meanwhile, Morocco 
hosts the annual multinational military exercise, spearheaded by the United 
States, known as “African Lion.” On October 2, 2020, a ten-year, US-Moroccan 
military cooperation was signed to further enhance the kingdom’s readiness to 
fighting terrorism.18 This context of cooperation and collaboration reveals how 
US-Moroccan power dynamics could be at play in shaping a shared political 
platform for US entertainment.

Aside from its economic and political support for Hollywood and the 
fact that the country is stable, safe, and welcoming, Morocco also exhibits a 
historical portfolio of infrastructural support for Western film productions. 
Located at the foot of the Atlas Mountains and the gateway to the desert, the 
Moroccan town of Ouarzazate has attracted many European and American 
filmmakers since hosting the shooting of David Lean’s infamously condescend-
ing account of Arabs’ struggle for liberation in Lawrence of Arabia (1962). 
Ouarzazate provides a well-equipped cinematic infrastructure: experienced 
local crew, cheap extras, tax incentives, minimal regulations, natural lighting, 
and scenic options that are optimal for Hollywood’s stereotypical imagination 
of Arabic and Islamic geography, that is, arid mountains, traditional villages, 
historic Kasbahs (palaces), and vast stretches of seemingly empty desert. Better 
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still, Ouarzazate has two local production studios: Atlas Corporation Studios 
(founded in 1983) and CLA Studios (2004). And no visit to Ouarzazate would 
be complete without visiting the iconic clapperboard that welcomes visitors to 
Atlas Studios, where one can tour its massive sets and relics of television series 
like Cleopatra (1999) and Atlantis (2013–15), and films like Gladiator (2000), 
The Mummy (1999), and Kingdom of Heaven (2005). Rebecca Marshall’s shot 
of the clapperboard reveals how it has also functioned as a signpost to guide 
visitors to the cinema-themed Oscar Hotel, where producers, actors, and tour-
ists could immerse themselves in Hollywood (fig. 1). CLA Studios does not 
allow tourists but features replicas of Mecca and Jerusalem for rent and has 
two filming plateaus. Filmmakers may choose to rent existing sets from the 
two studios or build new ones from scratch at an affordable price. CLA has 
56,000 square feet of filming space, while the more prominent Atlas Studios 
has 322,000 square feet, making it the largest film studio in the world.19 The 
studios work with skilled technicians, set builders, costume designers, props 
craftspersons, and acting extras.20

Figure 1.
Clapperboard welcoming visitors to the Atlas Studios in Ouarzazate. Photo taken by Rebecca Marshall. 
Copyright [Aramco World], 2017.
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Morocco’s attractiveness for Western filmmaking certainly predated filmmak-
ers’ interest in Ouarzazate and transcended its southern geography. As early 
as 1895, the French filmmaker Louis Lumière traveled to Morocco and shot 
one of the first film footage of the country in Le Chevrier Marocain (Moroccan 
Goatherd, 1897), which Susan Ossman traces as part of a visual preoccupation 
with Morocco that paved the road for the French colonization in 1912.21 West-
erners’ intrigue with Morocco thrived during the twentieth century as French, 
British, Italian, Spanish, German, and American filmmakers either traveled 
to Morocco for the production of their films or entertained films of Morocco 
as a signifier of Arabic and Islamic cultures. In Morocco Bound, for instance, 
Brian Edwards argues that Morocco played a “leading role” in “the formation 
of popular American ideas about the Arab” prior to the shift of attention to 
the Middle East during the 1970s.22 Casablanca (1942), Outpost in Morocco 
(1949), The Black Rose (1950), and Saadia (1953) mediated white adventure, 
heroism, and romance to American audiences. Except for Casablanca, which 
was filmed in the United States, the other films were shot in Morocco.

As oil booms, Cold War politics, Arab-Israeli wars, and terrorism have 
informed many Americans’ knowledge of Arabic and Islamic cultures since 
the 1970s, Morocco has also continued to play a significant role in shaping 
these images by hosting productions in which the country stands in for non-
Moroccan lands as in fantasies like Disney’s Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time 
(2010), HBO’s Game of Thrones (201119), and BBC’s Atlantis or standing for 
countries like the United Arab Emirates in Sex and the City 2 (2010), Kenya 
in Inception (2010), and Saudi Arabia in A Hologram for the King (2016). Prior 
to September 11, 2001, Morocco did not host many film productions com-
modifying US wars in Arab and Muslim lands. Military-related films shot in 
Morocco dealt primarily with themes of World War I, as in Lawrence of Arabia 
and March or Die (1977), or World War II, as in Tank Force (1958) and Patton 
(1970); other films like Legionnaire (1998) and The Mummy (1999) portrayed 
adventurers in the French Foreign Legion. But the demand for commodifying 
US militarized missions in Arab and Muslim lands increased significantly in 
the early decades of the twenty-first century alongside a US “war on terror” 
campaign targeting Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Pakistan, Syria, and 
Yemen, among others. Whereas the United States was the primary production 
site of Gulf War films during the 1990s like The Heroes of Desert Storm (1991), 
In the Army Now (1994), Courage under Fire (1996), Uncle Sam (1996), and 
Three Kings (1999), Morocco would soon become a more attractive venue 
for films that entertain “war on terror” themes, enhanced by its government’s 
institutional support for the filmmaking industry.

Within the span of this briefly sketched history, Morocco has fed Western 
orientalist fascination, ridicule, and fear of Arabs and Muslims, ingrained 
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through a colonial fetish with the country’s Arabesque decorative arts, exotic 
milieus, sensual experiences, and intriguing souqs (traditional markets), and 
codified in postcolonial Morocco through touristic experiences of hammams 
(traditional space for public bathing), glamorous dining experiences, harem-
like entertainment venues, and oriental accommodations of riads (traditional 
Moroccan houses).23 The country, after all, offers places out of the “Thousand 
and One Nights,” as the government promotes.24 This context renders Morocco 
an attractive hub for Hollywood’s filmmakers seeking cost-effective and readily 
available partners who are willing to help produce “war on terror” fictional 
accounts of Arabic and Islamic cultures and peoples as the enemy. American 
filmmakers have the option not only to film in sets within the confines of 
Atlas or CLA studios, but they also have the option to contract other service 
production companies like Jimmy Abounouom’s Dune Films, Karim Debbagh’s 
Kasbah Films, Khadija Alami’s K Films, Saad Ajedigue’s Saad Films, or Zakaria 
Alaoui’s Zak Productions. The list is longer and includes traditional entities 
like the Moroccan Society of Productions & Services (founded by now CCM 
director Fihri in 1987), companies like Kanzaman Studios that offer foreign 
production services in France, Spain, and Morocco (founded by Mark Albela 
in 1994), and new startups like Bo Film Services (founded by Ali Bakkioui 
El Otmani in 2014). These companies exhibit willingness to transform the 
country’s villages, markets, palaces, beaches, mountains, and sand dunes into a 
repertoire of visuals and sound bites of the Arab and Muslim enemy. Whether 
in the Sahara, the Atlas Mountains, or its numerous cities or towns, Moroccan 
traditional architecture, clothing, and lifestyles are transformed into signifiers 
of foreignness and fear for a fee.25 This profiteering is part of a growing sector 
at the interplay of film production and tourism, offering services that include 
scouting for locations, helping with casting, renting equipment, and designing 
props and buildings, as well as arranging permits, transportation, accommoda-
tion, catering, and security. It may not be such a stretch to imagine a visiting 
film crew to be immersed in orientalist motifs whether in their accommoda-
tions, in their tourist-friendly entertainment venues, or in their filming sets.

Morocco as a Transmilitainment Site

To understand Morocco’s function as a transmilitainment site, it is critical to 
first consider how realism advances as an aesthetic and discursive approach in 
US militainment that commodifies reality through what appears to be realistic 
yet consumer-friendly experiences of war. After all, “military realism is not 
military reality.”26 This approach to entertainment is endearing to consumers 
seeking the thrill of war simulation while remaining distant from war reali-
ties. For instance, the simultaneity of invading Iraq in 2003, euphemized as 
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“Operation Iraqi Freedom,” and mediating it, sometimes through embedded 
correspondents under the military’s control, shaped war coverage, demonstrat-
ing the triumph of advanced weaponry systems in delivering a “clean war” in 
which destruction was dehumanized. Many Americans consumed real-time 
images and soundtracks of Baghdad’s bombarded skyline as well as military 
jargon that softened war violence: words like bombings, bomb sites, unarmed 
areas, killed civilians, and destruction changed, respectively, to air strikes, 
targets of opportunity, soft targets, collateral damage, and surgical action.27 
Militainment, therefore, relies on a realist approach that both attaches and 
detaches consumers from reality. And this approach often requires a fixation 
on portraying the enemy (Arabs and Muslims in this case) and their cultures 
and landscapes in ways that feel real. Consider, for instance, how the modeling 
of Afghani and Iraqi cities in MOUT (military operation in urban terrain) 
installations at Fort Irwin in California invites visitors and troops preparing 
for deployment overseas to immerse themselves in simulated battles in what 
feels like enemy territories in Mojave Desert (fig. 2).28 Fort Hood in Texas also 
hosted MOUT installations to help veterans heal through reenacting experi-
ences of the Iraqi Sadr city without its “smell.”29 These installations function 
within a broad realist structure of simulation, training, and entertainment in 
US militarism culture.

Figure 2.
Middle Eastern–themed MOUT installations in the US Army’s National Training Center. 
Copyright v-e-n-u-e.com, 2012.
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Studies of the aesthetic and discursive underpinnings of realism in combat films, 
like those of first-person shooter video games, demonstrate how the medium 
functions as “one of the most popular, influential, and enduring forms of 
simulated war,” as Jonna Eagle puts it.30 Guided by the assumption that true 
war stories are told from soldier perspectives, realist “war on terror” films build 
on a post-Vietnam realist filming mode that Stephen A. Klein characterizes as 
“anti-war” and “pro-soldier.”31 This mode, according to Philippa Gates, masks 
“the fictitious account of war” while treading on moral not political narratives 
of war; rather than engage with questions of why the United States should 
be involved in such conflicts, this filming mode focuses on how “the men 
fighting it are doing so for the right reasons.”32 Films like Rules of Engagement 
and Black Hawk Down often invest in the array of emotions that the marines 
experience, augmented by an emphasis on the foreignness of the enemy ter-
ritory and documentary-like camera movements that simultaneously capture 
vulnerability and heroism amid explosion, gunfire, chaos, and death.

Filmmakers seeking to produce such effects of simulated wars in their films 
may rely on military support, which often includes equipment (such as trucks, 
tanks, carriers, and jets), casting personnel, or providing copyrighted battle 
simulation visuals produced by the Pentagon-sponsored Institute for Creative 
Technologies. To do so, filmmakers have to consult Instruction 5410.16 (1985, 
2015), which limits Pentagon support to films that offer “reasonably realistic 
depictions” of the military services and those with the potential to enhance 
recruiting and retention efforts.33 This forces filmmakers seeking direct Penta-
gon support to go through multiple stages of script revisions and, if approved, 
further consult the Pentagon during production. The subjective process of 
approving scripts and demanding edits, however, has been contingent on the 
discretion of liaison officers in the Army’s Office of the Chief of Public Affairs, 
the Navy Office of Information West, the Air Force’s Entertainment Liaison 
Office, the Marine Corps Office of Entertainment, and the Coast Guard Mo-
tion Picture and Television Office, in addition to Pentagon liaisons Donald 
Baruch (serving from 1949 to 1989) and Phil Strub (from 1989 to present).34 
“There’s no question: I will plead guilty to bias in favor of the military,” Strub 
once admitted.35 Therefore, the ultimate decision in offering Pentagon support 
relies on personal, often political, evaluations of film scripts. Films such as 
Rules of Engagement, Pearl Harbor (2001), Black Hawk Down, Behind Enemy 
Lines (2001), Windtalkers (2002), We Were Soldiers (2002), and Acts of Valor 
(2012), for instance, received Pentagon assistance because of their filmmakers’ 
willingness to go through the Pentagon’s process of evaluation and revision.
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The military historian Lawrence Suid describes the long-standing relation-
ship between the Pentagon and the filmmaking industry as one of “mutual 
exploitation.”36 A major challenge in soliciting and accepting Pentagon sup-
port is the subsequent pressure on filmmakers to accommodate demanded 
edits. The film producer Jerry Bruckheimer insists, “If we feel it’s hurting the 
integrity of the film, then we won’t do it,” but simultaneously acknowledges 
the flip side: “And if they [Pentagon liaisons] think it’s going to hurt their 
image, then they won’t do it.”37 Thirteen Days (2000), for example, was not 
supported because the director refused to tame the “hawkish” character of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Cuban missile crisis. Meanwhile, the filmmak-
ers of Windtalkers, received support only after compromising their critique of 
war-related misconducts. And during the 1990s, the Pentagon turned down 
former secretary of the navy James Webb’s adaptation of his book Fields of Fire 
(1978), a widely taught text for its proximity to the reality of military experi-
ences in Vietnam. Strub rejected the script because it presented some Marines 
in unfavorable light, for example, “fragging,” “using illegal drugs,” “executing 
suspected Viet Cong,” and “burning a villager’s ‘hootch.’” “That these kinds of 
criminal activities actually took place is a matter of record,” Strub wrote. “But 
by providing official support to the film, the Marines and the Department of 
Defense would be tacitly accepting them as everyday, yet regrettable, aspects 
of combat.”38 Understanding militainment through the “mutual exploitation” 
lens is, therefore, important because it undermines Pentagon-supported films’ 
claim to present true portrayals of military service and reveals the sanitizing 
layers of revision and censorship that accompany such official military aid.

However, the “mutual exploitation” lens is limiting, since it may lead to 
inadvertently conclude that films denied Pentagon support for their critical 
or even unfavorable narrations like Apocalypse Now (1979), The Deer Hunter 
(1978), Platoon (1986), Forrest Gump (1994), Outbreak (1995), and Courage 
under Fire (1996) do not endorse the aesthetic and discursive tenets of mili-
tainment’s realist approach, which advances through “based on true event” 
narrations and images that present a US-centric fixation on heroism at the 
cost of denigrating other peoples and cultures.39 Realist combat films “do not 
necessarily offer a more accurate portrayal of war and most often merely mask 
increasingly idealistic moral assertions.”40 For instance, it may be tempting to 
consider Three Kings antiwar because it did not receive Pentagon support due 
to its unsettling portrayals of military services and its unsanitized imagery of 
servicemen like Major Archie Gates (George Clooney) and his team in Iraq’s 
desert following the Gulf War (1990–91). Critical as it may be, the film still 
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presents Iraqis as undeveloped, incompetent, laughable and as “pawns” in a 
plot that might appear to be critical of the military but still helps American 
audiences reclaim their “militaristic national self ” as they reconcile years of 
being haunted by failures in Vietnam with a US tradition of celebrating vic-
tory and heroism.41 What is at stake in the production of Hollywood’s war 
films is, then, not the extent of filmmakers’ collaboration with the Pentagon 
but an existing “political fulcrum,” to echo Stahl, that forces representations 
of wars through a process of negotiating one’s Americanness and ethics of en-
tertainment.42 The final outcome of this negotiation is often a compromised 
narration of militarism that, even at its most critical, suggests only that “well-
meaning forays into other countries may backfire, with Americans . . . being 
the significant victims of such innocent lapses.”43 The humanity of the enemy 
in such films is often absent, if not annihilated.

In this context, Morocco has emerged as a viable alternative to filmmak-
ers who must weigh the benefits of Pentagon support against the cost of its 
heavy-handed evaluation process and its impact on film content and produc-
tion timeline in addition to the unmarketable stigma in global markets of 
being considered a vehicle for a Pentagon agenda. Morocco’s function as a 
transmilitainment site draws from its institutional commitment to making 
government facilities, equipment, and personnel available for filmmakers, 
rendering the country a viable alternative to the Pentagon in producing Hol-
lywood’s “war on terror” films. In support of filming Rules of Engagement, the 
producer Richard Zanuck and the director William Friedkin received CH-47 
Chinook helicopters from the Moroccan Air Force and painted them to look 
like US Marine Corps CH-46 Sea Knight helicopters, after meeting with King 
Hassan II and working with King Mohammed VI sooner after the former 
passed away.44 The montaged scenes that show the Marines being lifted off a 
US aircraft carrier in the Indian ocean with CH-46s and landing in the film’s 
Yemen with Moroccan CH-47s are not seamless yet justified, as they invoke 
“a sense of mastery” over the enemy’s landscape.”45 The filming of Black Hawk 
Down involved coordination with the Pentagon, the Department of State, and 
the Moroccan government in order for a Moroccan air force base to host four 
“black hawk” helicopters, moved from the US Army’s 160th Special Operations 
Aviation Regiment at Fort Campbell in what could be normally considered 
“a troop movement.”46 Black Hawk Down and Green Zone filmed scenes in 
Kenitra Military Air Base, a former US Naval Air Station outside Rabat. Body 
of Lies was made possible after the director Ridley Scott, who also received 
support from Moroccan military in previous films Gladiator and Kingdom of 
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Heaven, was granted access to Casablanca airport and a military airfield in ad-
dition to redressing Morocco’s Ministry of Finance as Jordan’s secret-service 
headquarters.47 And American Sniper gained the support of Moroccan military 
equipment and soldiers acting as extras.48

Given what the French film theorist André Bazin considers a requirement 
in film realism to locate characters and actions in a specific social and historical 
setting, Hollywood filmmakers shooting in Morocco benefit from such cost-
effective production services. They are also able to produce realist films, thanks 
to the Moroccan partners’ willingness to mold Moroccan peoples, spaces, and 
traditions into stereotypical imagery of the Arab and Muslim enemy and ter-
ritory. Meanwhile, they have the option to draw support from the Moroccan 
government institutions to mimic the militarized cultures of both Americans 
and their enemies.49 This is not to say that the Pentagon is irrelevant to the 
production of shot-in-Morocco films. After all, Rules of Engagement and Black 
Hawk Down were filmed in Morocco and gained assistance from the Penta-
gon. But still, Morocco functions as an important site where the production 
of imagery of the American self and the Arab and Muslim other has become 
more viable for filmmakers who refuse or are refused Pentagon assistance, 
especially those who do not wish to compromise their content to censorship 
or undercut their ability to market their works as Pentagon-unfriendly, more 
realistic, or even antiwar.

But Morocco is not the United States, and Moroccan hosts may lack certain 
military equipment, expertise in US culture of militarism, or even knowledge 
of US combat experience. To offset this unique challenge, filmmakers often rely 
on existing infrastructure of support in the United States to obtain military-
like equipment, clothing, and imagery. Armytrucks Inc, which supported films 
like The Lone Survivor, American Sniper, and The Kingdom, is a veteran-owned, 
authorized contractor with the Pentagon that specializes in rentals of military 
equipment and offers a range of services to films that do not get direct Penta-
gon support, whether because these films are rejected or because their makers 
opt not to go through the Pentagon’s vetting process. Warriors, Inc. and 1 
Force, Inc. are two other companies that provide military technical expertise 
for Hollywood: Rules of Engagement sought technical advice from the former; 
In the Valley of Elah and American Sniper sought support from the latter. As 
for film shooting sites in the United States, the options are many. American 
Sniper was partly shot in the Middle Eastern–Afghanistan town of the Blue 
Cloud Movie Ranch and the former Norton Air Force Base in California.50 
New Mexico, Arizona, Georgia, and New York offer several sites for filming 
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war-related scenery.51 Moreover, existing organizations like Veterans in Media 
and Entertainment connect filmmakers with actual veterans. Films like In the 
Valley of Elah and Green Zone hired actual Iraq war veterans and flew them to 
Morocco for filming.52

That many of Hollywood’s “war on terror” films are produced in Morocco 
does not change their investment in the US discourse of militainment. Consider 
how Clint Eastwood, the director of American Sniper, argued that his film “adds 
up to kind of an anti-war [message]” and the screenwriter Jason Hall proclaimed 
that it was about “how war is human.”53 The film, however, glorifies violence, 
fetishizes lethal technology, and dehumanizes Iraqis while paying tribute to 
the humanity of its protagonist (played by Bradley Cooper) whose character 
is based on Chris Kyle, who has been described as the most lethal sniper in 
US military history. Thus Morocco’s function as a transmilitainment site does 
not necessarily present a radical alternative to the US militainment discourse 
but adds an important transnational dimension to the production of “war on 
terror” films. While this dimension may offer the perception of difference from 
the Pentagon’s censored narrations, it is still entrenched in commodifying US 
state violence into pleasurable consumption at the cost of denigrating Arabs and 
Muslims. Transmilitainment in this context is not about the mere recognition 
of Morocco as a transnational hub for filmmaking but also about the analytic 
exercise of considering the US-Moroccan transnational relations that support 
and enable US militainment. The following section explores implications of 
such transnational relations.

Transmilitainment as Neocolonial Violence

While the above section examines transmilitainment through Morocco’s role 
in the production of Hollywood’s “war on terror” films, this section explores 
implications of such a role. If militainment is about the commodification of 
US state violence into pleasurable consumption, I argue that transmilitain-
ment’s commodification of Morocco for this pleasurable consumption is itself 
an act of neocolonial violence. Drawing from accounts of the United States as 
an empire and accounts of its global contemporary articulations of power as 
“new imperialistic,” my use of the word neocolonial in the context of Morocco’s 
relationship with Hollywood recognizes a periphery-center relationship that 
enables Hollywood’s war filmmakers to exploit Moroccans’ sweat and toil, 
extract imagery of its appropriated and repurposed culture, and profit off prod-
ucts that moralize US exercises of violence against Arabs and Muslims.54 This 
Morocco-Hollywood relationship is often masked by a normalizing discourse 
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of neoliberal capitalist order that renders transmilitainment a transactional rela-
tionship between equally profiting parties and does not consider US-Moroccan 
power dynamics and its understudied negative impact on Moroccan society.

At the surface level, Morocco celebrates its success in becoming an attractive 
hub of Hollywood and other foreign film production through the labels “Africa’s 
Hollywood” and “Ouarzawood,” and romanticizes this celebration with ac-
counts of King Mohammed VI being a fan of films. Narration of such a success 
is often backed by numbers. The CCM’s annual reports for 2016–19 reflect 
exponential growth of foreign productions in Morocco from 280,041,554.81 
dirham in 2016 to 497,034,626.78 in 2017, 731,525,450.70 in 2018, and 
796,487,164.69 in 2019, that is, a growth from roughly $29 million in 2016 
to $82 million in 2019.55 This growth in spending has gained traction in the 
country for its considerable benefit to the Moroccan economy and the vis-
ibility of film as an industry. In addition to private-sponsored film festivals, the 
CCM alone supported forty-nine film festivals in 2016, forty-eight in 2017, 
sixty-seven in 2018, and seventy-five in 2019, prominent among which were 
the Marrakech International Film Festival and the National Film Festival in 
Tangier.56 This cinematic vibe has propelled further investments in creating 
film institutes to meet emerging needs for technical skills like the government-
sponsored Specialized Institute in Cinema Professions in Ouarzazate (2006) 
and the Higher Institute of Audiovisual and Cinema Trades in Rabat (2012). 
This vibe has also contributed to tourism whether through creating the Cin-
ema Museum and Atlas Studios tours in Ouarzazate or through customizing 
accommodations, dining and entertainment venues, and visits to exotic spaces 
across the country.

However, a deeper look into Morocco’s narrations of its success yields 
troubling insights. The “Hollywood dream” of many Moroccan youth who 
leave their families in search of stardom in Ouarzazate and who do not have 
the means to study or the connections to access government or private inner 
circles are rarely fulfilled. Serving repeatedly as undercompensated extras with 
no hazard protections, at a time when opportunities are already under threat 
due to advancement in computer-generation imagery, remains the only option 
for many individuals. Moroccan casting companies reportedly hand nonnego-
tiable contracts in English or French to job seekers who may not know how to 
read or understand them. Working as an extra means committing oneself to 
be available for long hours, often for a compensation less than the minimum 
hourly wage of 13.46 dirhams (about $1.39). And as one Atlas Studios tour 
guide who also acts as an extra explained, “We are not important and the only 
protection during shooting is for movie stars.”57 Abdelaziz Bouydnayen, one 
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of Ouarzazate’s longest-serving extras, is retiring with “no pension and limited 
savings,” having dedicated his life to what is described as “intermittent cin-
ema.”58 Hollywood’s impact could also be traced through child labor, as “the 
cinema has become a family business, where parents make a living from their 
children,” to put it in a local actor’s words.59 Local anxieties linking the dashed 
aspirations of youth with prostitution are also unsettling.60 What exacerbates 
this ever-widening chasm between Moroccan profiteers, be they government 
or private entities, and individuals torn between earning a living and crushed 
realities is the unstated link between one’s ability to avoid state coercion and 
secure a job with an ability not to voice criticism of such a system.

Aside from concerns about labor conditions, the cinematic vibe surround-
ing Hollywood’s prospect for film as a culture in Morocco is not as exciting as 
it may seem. One cannot ignore its damaging effects on Moroccan cinema in 
both production and consumption. Moroccan filmmakers with local produc-
tion companies face the challenge of competing against wealthy producers who 
“dwarf the investments by Moroccan features and accentuate the scarcity for 
Moroccan filmmakers of technicians, actors, and other collaborators, making it 
even more difficult for Moroccan productions to pay their way.”61 The Moroc-
can filmmaker Nabil Ayouch stresses that there has not been significant “transfer 
of know-how from visiting shoots.”62 At a time when there is a growing need of 
support for local filmmaking in both production and distribution—and there 
has been government support for Moroccan films—the Moroccan Parliament 
discouraged local private investments in Moroccan films in the 2016 Finance 
Law by dismissing the CCM’s proposal to include domestic film produc-
tions in the government’s 20 percent rebate incentive, which was exclusively 
offered to foreign productions with a budgetary minimum of $10 million 
dirham (slightly over $1 million).63 With such a disadvantaged competition 
for resources, Moroccan films face a challenge in even competing for cinema 
admissions against Hollywood films in an already limited but aging number of 
screening theaters in the country.64 Between 2012 and 2019, Hollywood films 
consistently dominated the market share of Morocco’s movie theater revenue 
in comparison with Moroccan films. Compare how in 2012 Hollywood films 
gained 51 percent of the reported revenue, while Moroccan films gained 28 
percent, and how in 2019 the former gained 63.62 percent, and the latter, 
21.81 percent. Hollywood also dominated the annual ranking list of top thirty 
films, with the highest box office revenue in Morocco during the same period. 
Of the thirty screened features with the highest revenue in 2019, for example, 
twenty-three were Hollywood films, compared with only five Moroccan films. 
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Hollywood especially prevailed in the revenue-generating open-air screening 
theaters in 2016–19, as no Moroccan film was even featured.65

Transmilitainment draws from this context of Western opportunism and 
local profiteering but adds another layer of neocolonial violence, symbolic 
as it may be, on Moroccan communities, traditions, clothing, and spaces by 
codifying them into generic signifiers of Arabic and Islamic enmity to Western 
cultures. To create resemblance between Ouarzazate and Rules of Engagement’s 
Yemen, the film crew endangered the UNESCO-renovated historic Taourirt 
Kasbah by converting it to a site of urban warfare—between American actors 
playing the role of US Marines in the film and Moroccan extras acting as Ye-
meni women, men, and children. Moroccan authorities allowed the painting of 
the kasbah with colors close to Yemeni traditional architecture of Old Sana’a, 
and then removing the paint after shooting to preserve its original appearance 
(fig. 3). This exchange of the country’s symbols with stereotypical imagery 
of Arabic and Islamic cultures and peoples is prevalent in many of the post-
9/11 shot-in-Morocco war films from Black Hawk Down and Green Zone to 
American Sniper and The Yellow Birds. It has also become readily available for 
global consumption and recycling by non-Hollywood producers and filmmak-
ers who have also sought similar Moroccan support to further perpetuate the 
same stereotypical imagery of Arabic and Islamic cultures and peoples for their 
audiences. Morocco made it possible for French films like Indigènes (Days of 
Glory, 2006), L’ennemi Intime (Intimate Enemies, 2007), and Loin des Hommes 
(Far from Men, 2014) to present military-related portrayals of French colonial 
history of Algeria. British filmmakers used Morocco to present militarized 
portrayals of Palestine in The Honourable Woman (2014), Afghanistan in The 
Patrol (2013), and Egypt in the television series The Night Manager (2016). 
The French film Soeurs D’armes (Sisters in Arms, 2019), Russian film Kandagar 
(2010), Irish-Norwegian film 1,000 Times Good Night (2013), Norwegian 
television series Nobel (2016), and Chinese–Hong Kong film Operation Red 
Sea (2018) also used Moroccan support in the production of realist imagery of 
military experiences in relation to Arab and Muslim lands. However nuanced 
and complicated, the enemy imagery presented in such films commodifies 
Moroccan people, geography, and tradition into consumable emotions of fear, 
repulsion, disgust, and intrigue that such films invoke of Arabic and Islamic 
cultures and peoples.
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Perhaps a more telling example of how 
this symbolic violence is evolving through 
transmilitainment is Redemption Day 
(2021), a Hollywood-style action thriller 

by the Moroccan director Hicham Hajji, with production support from mostly 
Moroccan investors. In the film, the American actor Gary Dourdan plays the 
character of a US Marine captain, Brad Paxton, whose post-traumatic disor-
der does not hinder him from carrying out a heroic mission into Arab lands 
(Morocco and Algeria in the film) to rescue his archaeologist wife, Kate Paxton 
(Serinda Swan) from terrorists. The action scenes of the rescue mission seem “to 
have been generated by a heavy consumption of violent video games, with the 
result that you find yourself reflexively reaching for a joystick that isn’t there.”66 
One of the film’s Moroccan actors, Brice Bexter, takes pride in how the film 
is a “Hollywood movie” that “belongs to Morocco,” since Moroccan space, 
money, and technical skills went into most of its production.67 This product 
of transmilitainment moves beyond Morocco’s function as a commodity made 
possible through tacit and passive endorsement of Hollywood filmmakers to 
shoot with minimum input or even through active and complicit support 
through catering costumes, extras, and settings to conform to Hollywood’s 
stereotypes. The film demonstrates how Morocco’s filmmakers and producers 
themselves may seek more ownership and profit of this transnational business. 
Transmilitainment in this sense produces transnational acts of violence, albeit 
often symbolically, through commodifying Morocco to feed a Hollywood-style 
globalized but reductive narrative of terrorism.

Figure 3.
Taourirt Kasbah (Ouarzazate) in its original 
color. Copyright Anthony Tong Lee, 2016.



| 785Morocco’s Role in Hollywood’s War on Terror Films

Thus the glamour of Hollywood in Morocco is not merely about fascina-
tion with its appealing films and celebrities but also about the Moroccan 
consumption of the industry’s narratives and illusory promises of growth and 
development of filmmaking in their country. Morocco’s willingness to support 
Hollywood’s “war on terror” films is especially problematic when providing 
filmmakers with the legitimacy to fend off accusations of anti-Arab racism 
and Islamophobia. Consider Rules of Engagement, which prompted protests 
and negative reviews; perhaps most notably, it was described by Jack Sha-
heen—the noted film critic who surveyed nearly a thousand of Hollywood’s 
twentieth-century films featuring portrayals of Arabs and Muslims—as “the 
most blatantly” anti-Arab racist film he had ever seen.68 The director, Friedkin, 
capitalized on his Moroccan-based collaborations by citing them as a rational 
to denounce any charges laid against the film as racist or Islamophobic. “The 
film is not anti-Arab, is not anti-Moslem and is certainly not anti-Yemen,” he 
argued. “To make the film in Morocco, the present King of Morocco had to 
read the script and approve it and sign his name . . . and nobody participating 
from the Arab side of things felt that the film was anti-Arab.”69 In this sense, 
the implications of Morocco’s support for “war on terror” films are critical 
not only for the commodification of Morocco to produce Hollywood realist 
films but also for legitimizing the offensive portrayals of Arabs and Muslims 
in such films.

Equally important, transmilitainment opens the boundaries to consider 
theorizing consumption of Hollywood’s war films beyond US borders and 
Stahl’s aforementioned “virtual citizen-soldier” model in a post-9/11 era of 
global “war on terror” in which the US fight against terrorism has also ad-
vanced by winning “hearts and minds” of US citizens and audiences as well 
as those of citizens and audiences worldwide. As early as November 12, 2001, 
Karl Rove, senior adviser to the Bush administration, met with executives 
from Hollywood’s film studios, television networks, among others in the 
industry, for ninety minutes to discuss how they could “cooperate in the war 
on terrorism and to begin setting up a structure to make it happen.” Rove 
was careful to emphasize that the government did not have a role in directing 
or coordinating Hollywood but still raised a few “suggestions,” for example, 
making the case for characterizing 9/11 as “a global conflict requiring a global 
response, and that it is a fight against evil rather than a disagreement between 
nations.”70 That both Rove and Hollywood producers rejected the premise of 
government influence in shaping the content of films and television programs 
should not carry much weight in a post-9/11 emerging sense of “impera-
tive patriotism,” which Steven Salaita defines as assumptions and demands 
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that “dissent in matters of governance and foreign affairs is unpatriotic and 
therefore unsavory.”71 While Hollywood’s “war on terror” films do not always 
receive official support from the Pentagon, as I argued above, the content of 
such films does not constitute radical departures from US militarism. Hol-
lywood’s “war on terror” films—as independent or even critical as they may 
seem—lack the characteristics of transnational cinema in terms of content, 
since they reproduce US-based narratives, images, and perspectives, but their 
global circulation, thanks to Hollywood’s distribution networks like United 
International Pictures and Twentieth Century Fox, adds more meaning that 
transcends Stahl’s “virtual citizen solider” model.72 These films inculcate 
American and non-American citizens and audiences to sympathize with the 
American tragedy and understand, if not support, the righteousness of the US 
response, however unfortunate or misguided, of coordinating efforts to wage 
an undefinable global “war on terror.”

The US post-9/11 mission to win hearts and minds has not been limited 
to Hollywood, as US administrations have sponsored various strategic efforts 
to win hearts and minds of Arabs and Muslims in support for the “war on 
terror.” For instance, what started in 2002 as Radio Sawa, an American radio 
station targeting Arab listeners in their native language with mixed music and 
news, grew through a grant from the United States Agency for Global Media 
into the giant Arabic-language Middle East Broadcasting Networks, with an 
annual budget of $112.6 million in 2020: Alhurra television, Radio Sawa, 
and various media websites and social media platforms. The Virginia-based 
networks could not have functioned without transnational support from 
production partners in Morocco along with Egypt, Iraq, Israel, Lebanon, and 
United Arab Emirates.73 Since the Obama administration’s hosting of major 
technology and entertainment companies to create an anti-terrorism front 
dubbed in 2016 as “Madison Valleywood,” it remains to be seen how further 
US investments in and transnational collaborations with Arab partners will 
influence entertainment.74 Transmilitainment is yet to unfold, as the appetite 
of Western producers including Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon increases for 
Western-friendly realist portrayals of Arabic and Islamic cultures and peoples. 
While Netflix’s Mosul (2019), for example, may seem refreshing in its cast of 
Iraqi actors and storyline that features an Iraqi police unit, not US troops, 
liberating the Iraqi city of Mosul from ISIS terrorists, this shot-in-Morocco 
film—written and directed by the American Matthew Michael Carnahan—
does not deviate much from Hollywood’s government-friendly sensational 
and oversimplifying narration of terrorism. Conceiving transmilitainment as 
a form of neocolonial violence in this context is, therefore, informed by such 
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power dynamics that leverage not only Hollywood’s war filmmakers’ ability 
to capitalize on the structure of US global power but also to instrumentalize 
the industry’s function as a US soft power.

Conclusion

The theoretical resonance of the neologism transmilitainment is more than 
about merely conjoining “trans” with “militainment.” More immediately, 
transmilitainment is an outcome of intersecting investment interests. Hol-
lywood filmmakers seek credibility and profitability by producing realist “war 
on terror” films through support from American and non-American partners 
who themselves are motivated by various interests. The Pentagon invests in pro-
moting militarism as a patriotic necessity by offering personnel and equipment 
support to film productions that are flexible in accommodating its standards 
in sanitizing images of US servicepersons. Hired veterans seek to earn a living 
by marketing their military expertise while entities like Armytrucks Inc, 1 
Force, Inc., and Warriors, Inc. offer promising alternatives to the Pentagon for 
profit. There are also multiple actors in Morocco that complicate any analysis 
of the country’s support for Hollywood. The motivation of Moroccan laborers 
is to earn a living, and possibly realize their Hollywood dreams. Local studios 
like Atlas and CLA and service production companies like Kasbah Films and 
Zak Productions seek profit. The involvement of the official bodies of the 
state, which is an expression of an ideological alliance with the United States, 
promotes Morocco as a hub for filming to diversify the country’s economy.

With investment and profit at the forefront of transmilitainment products 
like Rules of Engagement, Black Hawk Down, and American Sniper, how exactly 
Arab and Muslim characters are depicted and how Moroccan citizens, spaces, 
and traditions are treated appears to occupy the least margin of calculation. 
Transmilitainment films exhibit varying degrees of humanizing portrayals of 
military personnel in the US-led “war on terror,” whether sanitized through 
Pentagon standards or filtered through the US-centric narratives of such films, 
but they are reductive of Arabic and Islamic cultures and peoples despite the 
transnational nature of American and Moroccan production cooperation. Mo-
rocco’s support does little to challenge Hollywood’s long-standing tradition of 
portraying Arabs and Muslims as the incomprehensible, sometimes fanatical, 
cultural other. If anything, Moroccan partners capitalize on the country’s lin-
guistic, geographic, historical, and cultural heritage to produce and legitimize 
such portrayals in ways that signify Moroccanness as a site of fear and enmity 
to audiences worldwide. The Moroccan government’s involvement in trans-
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militainment also suggests an institutional endorsement of the US narrative of 
entitlement to violate Arab and Muslim lands and bodies. Ultimately, Morocco 
mediates US patriotism as a means of protection not only for the American 
society but also for the globe, as audiences of such films are encouraged to 
suspend their civilian sensibilities of right and wrong and to sympathize with 
US war (mis)conduct through white-centered narrations of militarism replete 
with dehumanizing portrayals of Arabs and Muslims.
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