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ABSTRACT 

In the age of multi-literacies, contemporary theories and devices are required to decipher 

increasingly complicated challenges which are presented by the digital technological revolution. 

Some of the existing approaches and frameworks of could inspire us but are not well equipped to 

address the complexities and multi-perspectives of the eccentric challenges that scholars face on 

diverse issues. Therefore, I present the critical semiotic order theory (CSOT) as a new eclectic 

theory to analyze discourse and moving and still images critically, semiotically and using 

systematic orders simultaneously.  

The theory has four hypotheses: 1) the positive and negative order hypothesis; 2) the zero 

value order hypothesis; 3) the chaos order hypothesis; 4) the semiotic indices order hypothesis. 

The theory was applied to three movies, and was successful in unearthing numerous perceptions 

and some were microscopic semiotic communicative indices and related them to polycentric 

Occidental ideologies.  

Hollywood has made over a thousand movies negatively stereotyping (NS) Arab/Muslim 

identities and voices (AMIVs) and the images in the vast majority are demeaning (Shaheen, 

2009: 2). This research sets to find out whether the misconstruction of Arab/Muslim identities 

and voices (AMIVs) in three Hollywood movies are ordered, patterned, systematic, and related 

to ideologies and agendas of polycentric Western individuals, agencies, institutions and 

governments. 

The three movies showcase dozens of discursive microscopic critical semiotic orders and 

patterns of NS of AMIVs in discourse and still and moving image such as being: angry, 
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dangerous, dirty, primitive, uncivilized, dishonest, cowards, fanatics, slaves, extremists, savages, 

liars, sorceress, killers, terrorists, mad dogs, child terrorists, suicide bombers, etc. The racism 

touches Arab/Muslims’ (A/Ms) characteristics, personalities, races, cultures, traditions, histories, 

stories, folklores, costumes, images, etc. 

The analysis showed that there was a systematic pattern and order of NS of AMIVs 

within and across the three movies, and the NS is related to ideologies and agendas of 

polycentric Western individuals, agencies, institutions and governments for socio-cultural, socio-

economic and socio-political investments in a vast complex web that some of it can go to 

hundreds of years in making. Nowadays, NS of AMIVs is done by many Westerners for various 

ideological agendas and investments, and they have appointed themselves as judge, jury and 

prosecutor. 
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Part One: Introduction 

Introduction  

Hollywood is one of the greatest international entertainers to people of all ages, races, 

sexes, and ethnicities. The movie industry shows numerous images of a variety of races 

throughout its films. Hollywood movie images have the ability and the power to allow audiences 

to generate thoughts, views and opinions about different social, political or ideological issues 

based on what they see and how it is perceived; I will talk about this in part two of this chapter. 

They also have the power to create stereotype, both positive and negative. A negative stereotype 

(NS) can be defined as having biased conception, beliefs and prejudices about another 

individual, group or culture because of disinformation or propaganda.  “A person develops 

stereotypes about a group from information and disinformation, distortions, and/or opinions 

made available through family, friends, and the media” (Abreu, Ramirez, Kim, & Haddy, 2003, 

p. 693). Movies can potentially create long-lasting imagistic perceptions in the minds of viewers 

perpetuating stereotypes and false perspectives (Shaheen, 2001, 2008). Plato once stated in his 

work “Republic” that “those who tell the stories also rule society” (as cited in, Shaheen, 2001, p. 

5). The images that are left behind may often play a contributing role in how viewers shape their 

beliefs and opinions about certain countries and people of various races and religions, such as 

Arabs and Muslims.  

The popularity of movies also seems to attract children and teenagers in that “…teenagers 

are avid moviegoers and nowadays purchase four out of ten movie tickets” (Shaheen, 2001, p. 5). 

Hollywood movies are very popular with most nations around the world and “more countries 

around the world turn to Hollywood blockbusters for entertainment” (Brook 2013, p. 1). The 
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interpretation of the discourse and the images that are left in people’s memories may contribute 

and play an important role in the formation of stereotypes.  

Background to the study 

After writing Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People in 2001, Shaheen made 

a documentary by the same name in. After viewing more than one thousand films, Shaheen 

(2006) in a documentary says that “Arab/Muslims have been the most maligned group in the 

history of the cinema, characterized by excessive stereotyping that has exceeded negative images 

of Blacks, Native Americans, Asians, Hispanics and Jews.” According to Shaheen, since 1896, 

Hollywood has made over a thousand movies with NS of the Arab/Muslim identities and voices 

(henceforth abbreviated as AMIVs), and the images in the vast majority are negative and 

demeaning (Shaheen, 2009, p. 2). In his documentary Shaheen (2006) described the one 

thousand films with AMIVs in the following way: 12 had positive depictions, 52 were neutral, 

and the remaining 936 were negative. He maintains that the current view of Muslim Arabs in 

films is the same as Nazi Germany’s (1933-45) depictions of Jews except that the Arabs wear 

headgear. Shaheen postulate that when people view the same NS of AMIVs in Hollywood 

movies repeatedly, eventually, these images can “harden into stereotypes" (Isenberg, 1981, p. 

145). 

An image of Ali Baba barking like a dog in Ali Baba Bound (1940), a cartoon, provoked 

me and is the main reason why I chose to write my dissertation on this topic. Also, I want to take 

further the work by Shaheen (2001, 2006, 2008, 2009).  

Statement of the problem  

This study argues that existing theoretical frameworks and models for this type of work, 

including Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Discourse Analysis, while they provide some 
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of the background for the study, have many short comings. While existing frameworks do fine-

grained analysis of the language used in a large variety of media and also images (e.g. images in 

newspaper) they have not studied the microscopic patterns and orders in Hollywood movies’ 

discourse and images which are related to broader ideologies and agendas, and thus this 

dissertation is not only a call to apply a framework of this end but also to develop ways of 

showing how these are connected. This study thus argues that the NS of AMIVs in the three 

Hollywood movies text, talk and moving images is ordered and patterned in a particular way. It 

also connects the microscopic communicative moments in the discourse and image of 

Hollywood movies of AMIVs to ideologies and agendas of polycentric Occidental institutions 

and governments such as newspaper agencies, TV stations, Hollywood Studios and institutions 

in the US and the government. 

Research Questions 

1. Is it possible to construct a critical semiotic order list for the misconstruction of the 

Arab/Muslim identities and voices in three Hollywood movies chosen for this research?   

2. Is the misconstruction of Arab/Muslim identities and voices in these three Hollywood 

movies polycentric? What are the sources of the polycentric voices?  

The purpose of the study  

This study aims at analyzing, exposing and resisting NS of AMIVs in three Hollywood 

movies. Its purpose is to show patterns and orders in discourses and images in the movies and 

connect them to larger socio-cultural and socio-political ideologies polycentric Western 

institutions, therefore bringing awareness and, it is hoped that positive social change will happen.  

Significance of the study  
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This study endeavors to contribute to the existing literature in the CDA of three 

Hollywood movies’ misconstruction of AMIVs and thus constitutes a case study of this 

phenomenon. This is also the first study that examines the NS of AMIVS from the prospective of 

Critical Semiotic Order Theory (CSOT), to be discussed below, which analyzes Hollywood 

movies critically and, semiotically by finding orders and patterns in discourses and both moving 

and still images. The Critical Semiotic Order (CSO) and in line with Systemic Functional 

Linguistics (SFL) uses the full potential of semiotic modes and resources for the meaning 

making process.  

This study relates CSO microscopic communicative moments in the discourse to macro 

socio-cultural and socio-political polycentric agendas and ideologies which can be traced to 

various social groups and powerful institution with agendas. Thus, it makes a match between the 

ideologies of Hollywood movie producers and the ideologies of certain polycentric Western 

institutions such as newspaper agencies, TV stations and institutions in the US government. It 

shows that NS discourses and images of the misconstruction of AMIVs in Hollywood movies do 

not come from a vacuum but rather are ordered and related to polycentric ideological goals. 

The background of this study is my own opinion is that the NS voices come from the top 

and reach the audience at the bottom. For example, story writers, producers, directors of movies, 

etc. construct the voice for the general audience and it is geared towards the bottom. It seems to 

me that one could hypothesize that, some members of the audiences repeat the polycentric voices 

from the top and revoice the voices and in a sense they become free agents for the people at the 

top and repeat their ideologies. I also believe that there are similarities between the ideologies of 

Hollywood movie producers, directors and studio owners, etc. and the ideologies of polycentric 

Western institutions such as newspaper agencies, TV stations and government institutions.  
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I also think that while making a movie, the writer, the producer, the director and many 

others who are involved in the movie making business might sometimes be tools in the hands of 

others who could be individuals, social groups or institutions that are responsible for deciding 

what a given movie will be about and constructing the final shape and content of that movie for 

agendas that serve their short and long term interests. I will discuss this in more detail in part two 

of chapter one. 

Part Two: Background to the Children 

Negative stereotyping  

Many people around the world watch Hollywood movies and that's what makes 

Hollywood text, talk and images one of the most powerful and most dangerous of all discourses 

that exist because it reaches to people in all four corners of the world. In his documentary 

Shaheen (2006) talks about how Hollywood and the mass media have stereotyped 1.6 billion 

Muslims by depicting them as Arab terrorists. The number of movies that NS the A/Ms “exceeds 

1,150”  (Shaheen, 2008, p. XIV). He says “Arabs and Muslims are shown as Public Enemy 

number 1- brutal, uncivilized religious fanatics and terrorizing civilized Westerners” (p. 8). 

Shaheen’s research was driven by the injustice in Hollywood movies which degraded and 

dehumanized a people. 

A stereotype is when people give biased and usually negative point of view of other 

people, culture, race, religion, country, etc. and “state that all people belonging to that particular 

group, behave in the same manner” (El-Farra, 1996, p. 1). Stereotyping is usually a mental 

process “studies indicate that stereotypes are automatically or unconsciously generated in the 

mind, and that categorizing is an important part of the mental process of evaluating the world” 
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(Paul, 1998, p. 52). Stereotyping certain groups may be a profitable business for Hollywood 

film-makers which creates a myth about A/Ms but its effect can reach beyond the audience into 

the general public. “It is the myths about Arabs which often inspire directors, producers and 

screenwriters to develop a product which is then based on stereotypes” (El-Farra, 1996, p. 4-5). 

Paul (1998), states that stereotypes are invented in order to explain why things are the 

way they are (p. 52).  Stereotypes usually take place in the shape of disinformation, propaganda, 

distortions in the media and at times from family and close friends (Abreu, et al., 2003, p. 693). 

Stereotypes, in general are harmful to any group especially when the negative implications about 

a particular group are considered to be synonymous with all individuals in it. “When one 

perceives an individual as a member of a particular stereotyped group, the perceiver’s mind 

activates the group-relevant cognitive structure, processes, judgments and attitudes within the 

framework of that particular stereotype” (Abreu et al., 2003, p. 693). 

Salazar (2004) conducted an experiment in which two groups of participants were shown 

different sets of film clips. After taking a pre-test on their attitudes toward Arabs, the first group 

saw a series of movie scenes with negative portrayals of Arabs, while the second saw only 

positive portrayals. After the clips were viewed, a post-test was administered, and the results 

indicated that the first group felt significantly more negative about Arabs than they did before the 

experiment, and the second group felt significantly more positive. This study strongly suggests 

that Hollywood films, especially popular movies that are seen by millions of people, may have a 

direct effect upon public attitudes toward Arabs.  

Movies and the media in general show certain images of various races through 

controlling its content and disseminate the images that they wish to showcase. A/Ms are usually 
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presented in negative topics which are related to war and terrorism and millions of people in the 

West associate such topics with A/Ms identities consciously or unconsciously. “Media power is 

generally symbolic and persuasive, in the sense that the media primarily have the potential to 

control to some extent the minds of readers or viewers, but not directly their actions” (van Dijk, 

1996, p. 10). When young people are constantly shown images of A/Ms as terrorists, over time, 

they will have mental representation and associate A/Ms with terrorism. van Dijk (1996, p. 16) 

writes that “controlling attitudes may be a result of controlling the discourses of mass 

communication, as well as their topics, meanings, style, and rhetoric, whether by the journalists 

themselves or, indirectly, by those they accept as credible sources.” When Westerners constantly 

and repeatedly see the same NS image of A/Ms from their childhood until they are adults in 

movies, TV series, cartoons, etc., they start to believe what they see. “Such fundamental patterns 

of knowledge, attitudes, and ideologies are firmly in place due to repeated news reporting and 

other forms of public discourse (e.g., in education), they will further act on their own when 

people have to evaluate news events” (van Dijk, 1996, p. 16). Thus, we can see that when an 

average Westerner sees NS of the AMIVs in hundreds of Hollywood movies, they start to build 

perceptions about AMIVs and after a while they “will themselves produce the preferred models 

of the elites and may even act accordingly” (ibid). 

Our daily interaction with different people at school, work and with friends is part of the 

reality and “reality is constructed by society's political, economic, and ideological practices, 

including filmmaking” (Zavarzadeh, 1991, p. 92). Movies play a crucial role in creating new 

realities that are made by the elite and also represent “the dominant class, gender, and racial 

groups as an objective interpretation of an already existing reality; hence, films create new 

realities and shape popular perceptions according to the society's structure of domination” 
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(Alaswad, 2000, p. 22). Sometimes people see the world that surrounds them through films and 

“films not only reflect the world, but also produce reality and shape public perception” (p. 23). 

Alaswad (2000) argues that “the stereotyping of Arabs has been prevalent in the Western 

culture due to the long-enduring relations  of power between the West and the Arab World; 

Western  colonialism and imperialism have definitely contributed  much to the creation and 

perpetuation of the stereotypical images of the Arab as the West's quintessential Other” (p. 44). 

Shaheen (2008) concedes that “the other is always outside the circle of civilization, usually 

threateningly exotic or dark-looking.” Merskin (2004, p. 161) says that “once an individual is 

constructed as an outsider, this person is no longer thought of as having humanity and the 

intimidating outsider is” is seen as someone who is less than a human. This reminds me of the 

song the settlers sing in Disney’s Pocahontas (1995) is, “Savages, savages… not like you and 

me.” Merskin agrees that “in the absence of direct personal experience, stereotypes serve as a 

way of filling in the blanks in terms of expectations (or lack thereof) of those different from the 

individual imagining them” (ibid).  

Alaswad (2000, p. 16-17) argues that “the West has constructed the Arab as one of its 

major Others, thereby defining itself in the process as superior on every level and by projecting 

Arabs as backward, weak and immoral, Westerners assume the contrasting virtues, becoming 

civilized, strong and moral.” As a result movies were made that NS the A/Ms and showcase 

Westerners as heroes and these movies has been a “major shaper and reinforcer of these 

stereotypes” (Alaswad, 2000, p. 17). He states that “the construction of Arabs as the “other” has 

gradually developed into its worst manifestation: the construction of Arabs as the Enemy” (ibid). 

Alaswad (2000, p. 17) agrees that “the transition from the ‘other’ to the Enemy was necessary 

because it has become” as Keen (1991, p. 108), said "more and more difficult to imagine who we 
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are without reference to our enemy." The self-did not know who s/he is anymore without 

reference to the other and if the other is ‘evil’ then the self must be ‘virtuous’.   

How Hollywood Vilifies Arabs and Muslims 

The Hollywood movie industry entertains hundreds of millions of people worldwide and 

it covers “a wide variety of new impressions of various places in the world” and it has “exposed 

people to sights and sounds” which are unique and otherwise difficult to experience (Simon, 

2012, p. 1). Hollywood movies “often produce erroneous images of the world and its 

inhabitants” and they are one of the most powerful teachers of the young (ibid). Greider points 

out that “Hollywood is one of the leading sources of propagandistic images that damage and 

isolate some citizens [Arab/Muslim Americans] and can destroy the possibility of ever achieving 

genuine democratic relationships among us [Americans]” (Cited by Shaheen, 2001, p. viii). 

Greider says that “the power to depict certain “others” as innately strange, and dangerous, as foul 

creatures not like the rest of us is surely as devastating as the physical force of weaponry.” 

Greider is speaking in a metaphoric sense but in reality both physical force and weaponry were 

used in different wars against Arabs and Muslims countries as an (in)direct result of decades of 

negative discourses, images and stereotyping against A/Ms in different American media outlets 

including the internet, newspaper, magazines, radio, television, cartoons and Hollywood movies. 

Mandel (2001, p. 1) asks “Does Hollywood dehumanize Muslims and Arabs”? He says 

that “many writers and organizations think so and they assert that racial and ethnic stereotyping 

that has been otherwise abandoned by the cinema continues to apply to these groups.” Some of 

the recent releases from the box office that NS the AMIVs are as Argo (2012), Zero Dark Thirty 

(2012), Captain Phillip (2013), etc. The claim that these movies are presented as true stories can 



 

 

 

24

be subjected to a twofold perception. First, as I will show in the paragraphs below that the story 

in both Argo and Zero Dark Thirty has been changed to present the security apparatuses 

positively as heroes and the vice versa for A/Ms. Second, the movies give the perception that 

violence and terrorism are the sad realities of A/M World which is the Western point of view and 

not necessarily the point of view of A/Ms or the rest of the world will agree with it. The 

aforementioned movies are related to the political role the US plays in the Middle East, and the 

US military presence in the region. Whitaker (2000b), a film critic, says some suggest that the 

political role played by the West in the Middle East helps to legitimize the stereotypes of popular 

culture, which in turn reinforce government policies (p. 1).  

Shaheen (2001) asks, “what is an Arab in countless films?” And he says that “Hollywood 

alleges that it has the answer: Arabs are brute murderers, sleazy rapists, religious fanatics, oil-

rich dimwits, and abusers of women”. He again asks “when the last time was that you saw a 

movie depicting an Arab or an American of Arab heritage as a regular guy” (p. 2). According to 

him, there are too many A/M bad guys in Hollywood movies but the A/M good guys are hardly 

visible. There is an Arabic saying which says that “by repetition, even a donkey learns” and 

Hollywood has followed this policy when depicting A/Ms images in hundreds of its movies by 

repeating a series of NS about A/Ms.  

Until now, A/Ms are the favorite villains in Hollywood movies because the Western 

public in general saw A/M as bad guys for a very long time in Hollywood movies. “Arabs 

remain the most maligned group in the history of Hollywood; malevolent stereotypes equating 

Islam and Arabs with violence have endured for more than a century; sweeping 

mischaracterizations and omissions continue to impact us all” (Shaheen, 2008, p. XI). It’s not 
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only the Western public who see A/Ms as the bad guys of the cinema but also all these people on 

planet earth who watch Hollywood movies. (Shaheen, 2008) asserts that “Arabs have been so 

demonized that it has become impossible for some world citizens to believe they are real people; 

they are perceived only as the enemy, as terrorists, as the “other” (p. XII). Hollywood has 

produced countless blockbusters showcasing A/Ms as anti-Western and weird. Woll and Miller 

(1987, p. 179) point out that the Arab image "stalked the silver screen as a metaphor for anti-

Western values and the movie Arabs, and the television Arabs, have appeared as lustful, 

criminal, and exotic villains." Shaheen’s (2008) book 'Reel Bad Arabs' states that Hollywood has 

managed to plant the hateful seeds of negative Arab images in the American soil, and they are 

largely to blame for this. 

Hollywood and Washington 

The movies 

“Washington and Hollywood spring from the same DNA” Jack Valenti. 

The above quote was said by Jack Valenti (1921-2007) “who served as President of the 

Motion Picture Association for 38 years” (Caruso, 2008, p. 3) and, in the 1960s worked for both 

Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson in Washington D.C.  

Hollywood is responsible for making different type of movies and the mass media is 

responsible for making news, documentaries, short movies, etc. Washington is responsible for all 

the federal offices in the US and the US military and the security services. There is some 

evidence that the relationship between Hollywood and Washington is old and that Washington 

has used the services of Hollywood for recruitment and propaganda purposes in the past, 

especially during WWII, the Cold War, the Vietnam War and more recently the so called “War 
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on Terror”. Isquith, (2013, p. 1) says that “a cursory foray into the archives of Warner Bros. will 

confirm that Hollywood and the federal government have long been working hand-in-hand when 

it comes to warfare.” Below, I will give examples of the cooperation between the two in two 

periods. The first period is during WWII in the 1940s and the second period is at the beginning 

of the millennium starting in 2001 coinciding with the so called “War on Terror” during the 

administration of President George W. Bush.  

Since the attack on Pearl Harbor on the morning of December 7th 1941 by the Japanese 

Navy and the US entry into WWII, the bond between Hollywood and Washington has become 

very strong, and Hollywood movies have been used by Washington for recruitment, propaganda 

and promotion of its ideologies and agendas. Wapshott, (2001, p. 1) says that “after the attack on 

Pearl Harbor, the film studios were quick to put their talents at the disposal of the war effort and 

the production of inspiring propaganda began in earnest.” He gives examples of some movies 

such as Mrs Miniver (1942), The Battle of Midway (1942), and The Memphis Belle (1944). He 

maintains that “every star was recruited to the cause, even cartoon characters such as Donald 

Duck appeared in Der Fuehrer's Face (1943) as an irreverent German soldier and Bugs Bunny 

sold war bonds, dressed up as Emperor Hirohito in Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips and disguised 

himself as Hitler to deceive Hermann Gring in Herr Meets the Hare (1945) (ibid). This will lead 

us to the second period, which was in 2001. 

After the tragic attacks of 9/11 and the so-called “War on Terror” President Bush sent his 

political strategist Karl Rove to Los Angeles to meet top Hollywood executives. Karl Rove 

talked with Jack Valenti, who laid the groundwork for the meeting with Hollywood executives 

earlier in the week in the White House to discuss the war on terrorism and ways that Hollywood 

stars and films might work in ways both formal and informal, with the administration's 
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communications strategy (King, 2001, p. 1). Mr. Valenti said that “there is no question of 

Hollywood's suddenly going into the business of making pro-war propaganda films” (Lyman, 

2001, p. 1). The main agenda of the meeting was simply to change the opinion of Americans and 

other nations about how they view the war especially after the protests that took place all over 

the world against the war. Washington needed support from all Americans and decided that “the 

film industry needed guidance from Washington about how to help” (Wapshott, 2001, p. 1). He 

admits that “the film-makers are careful not to use the word propaganda when talking about what 

may be expected of them, although the wording on the invitation amounts to the same thing” 

(ibid). War movies such as Behind Enemy Lines (2001), based upon the recovery of a downed 

American pilots stranded in Bosnia, and Black Hawk Down (2001), which showcases a similar 

story in Mogadishu, were rescheduled to coincide with war efforts; also, American network 

television showed patriotic movies such as Saving Private Ryan (1998) (ibid). It is clear from the 

above meetings of Hollywood and Washington executives that there have been times in history 

during which they have collaborated. The scheduling and rescheduling of different war movies 

and TV programs, could be an indication of coordination and cooperation between the two, to 

support each other in this time of need. ‘A friend in need is a friend indeed’ perfectly describes 

the relationship between Hollywood and Washington.    

As a result of meetings between top Hollywood and Washington executives, Hollywood 

writers and producers tailored some specific movies to fit and suit the new type of war that was 

being fought. Zero Dark Thirty is a movie that tells the story about the hunt for Bin Laden. In the 

movie Hollywood did not waste time in glorifying human torture in captivity as an acceptable 

method of interrogation. The Guardian's Glen Greenwald call Zero Dark Thirty a "pernicious" 

and "propagandistic" film that "glorifies torture" (cited in Isquith, 2013, p. 1). Pilger (2013, p. 1) 
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writes that “ Kathryn Bigelow’s Osama bin Laden revenge-porn flick Zero Dark Thirty was the 

biggest publicity coup for the CIA this century outside of the actual killing of Osama bin Laden 

and now, a memo obtained by Gawker shows that the CIA actively, and apparently successfully, 

pressured Mark Boal (producer and writer) to remove scenes that made them look bad from 

the Zero Dark Thirty script.”  

When President Jimmy Carter gave the Shah of Iran asylum in the U.S. during the Iranian 

Revolution, Iranian activists stormed the US embassy in Tehran on November, 4th 1979 and took 

fifty two of the embassy staff hostages but six managed to escape and hide in the home of 

Canadian ambassador Ken Taylor and his deputy. Argo tells the story of the escape of American 

diplomats from Iran during the hostage crisis. It is a well-known fact that the Canadians 

facilitated their escape but the movie gave credit to the CIA, which left a bitter taste in the 

mouths of Canadians. Shirazi (2013, p. 1) writes that President Carter said that “90% of the 

contributions to the ideas and the consummation of the plan was Canadian [while] the movie 

gives almost full credit to the American CIA.” Andrew O'Hehir (2013, p. 1) a film critic, talking 

about Argo, writes that “it is a propaganda movie in the truest sense, one that claims to be 

innocent of all ideology.” Ideologies come in different forms and crediting an agency with 

bravery and heroism is a type of ideology that Hollywood’s ideological pipeline passed through 

Argo. 

Both Zero Dark Thirty and Argo were in the 2013 Oscar nomination list of the best 

movies of the year. Henningsen (2013) wrote an article in Global Research called: Hollywood 

History: CIA Sponsored “Zero Dark Thirty”, Oscar for “Best Propaganda Picture.” Although I’m 

not surprised that two more Hollywood movies had NS of AMIVs, but three other issues in fact 

surprised me even more. First that a movie like Argo (a propaganda thriller) won the Oscar when 
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at best it could be classified as a mediocre movie by all standards. O’Hehir (2013), wrote an 

article titled, ‘“Argo” doesn’t deserve the Oscar’. Second, Zero Dark Thirty legitimized the ugly 

face and voice of torture and featured the heart breaking screams of human suffering in the 

opening scenes of the movie by the method of water boarding (enhanced interrogation) in 

America’s secret prisons around the world. Third, Michelle Obama announced the name of the 

winning movie for the 2013 Oscars and this was criticized by many in America. The 

announcement of the name of the Oscar winning movie Argo by the First Lady reminds one of 

above quote by Jack Valenti. We see the interaction of ideologies of different polycentric 

institutions and it looks normal and like business as usual. 

The Press 

There is no doubt that the press works very closely with Washington and there are regular 

press briefings by the White House and some well-known journalists are in all these press 

briefings. The fact that the public often hears news extracts of the president’s speeches 

beforehand on different TV stations is an example and a clear sign that some journalists close to 

the White House get special treatment and their news networks are the first to release news 

extracts such as the ‘State of the Union’ address; and these journalist also provide their services 

to the White House when needed. There is clearly a mutual relationship of benefit between the 

two, on the one hand, the White House gives some journalists news extracts beforehand, and on 

the other hand, these journalists dance to the tune of the White House. van Dijk, (1996, p. 12) 

says that “leading politicians, managers, scholars, or other professionals have more or less 

controlled access to many different forms of text and talk, such as meetings, reports, press 

conferences, or press releases; and, if such elites are able to control these patterns of media 

access, they are by definition more powerful than the media.” Institutions such as TV networks 
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and newspapers not only belong to the elite but they also use such institutions to exert their 

power and legitimize their actions. It is clear that the news media is controlled by the powerful 

elites and “their common ideologies are jointly produced, each acting within its own sphere of 

influence and control, but each also dependent on the other” (van Dijk, 1996, p. 29). He gives the 

example of foreign policies not being legitimated, sustained or implemented without support 

from the press.  

It has been conjectured that, Hollywood’s stereotyping and the continuous negative press 

about AMIVs have contributed to shaping public opinion in the US and making it easy for the 

US Congress to pass a bill and give the green light to attack Iraq in 2003. Hussein Ibish, a 

spokesman for the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee says "these negative 

stereotypes are rooted in the very aggressive role that the US plays in the Middle East and the 

stereotypes emerge from the popular culture then inform government policy, and that reinforces 

the willingness of producers of popular culture to promote the stereotypes, and it is a spiral" 

(Cited by Whitaker, 2000a, p. 1). Such attitudes and ideologies have helped to cause more than 

one war between the US and the Arab countries in the recent past. Below, very briefly, I will 

give an example of how Washington made the case in 2003 to invade Iraq, a sovereign nation for 

ideological and political agendas that I am going to discuss in detail, in chapter five.  

On February 5th, 2003 the United Nations Building in New York City became like a big 

movie theatre showing a blockbuster Hollywood movie, metaphorically speaking. The whole 

world watched this movie through their TV screens. The protagonist and the main actor of this 

movie was Colin Powell, the US Secretary of the State during President George W. Bush's first 

administration. Powell's infamous speech, made the case for the war by presenting U.S 
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intelligence that purported to prove that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction 

(WMDs). Powell showed an animated video of a vehicle and said "We have this modified 

vehicle”, and he was trying to convince the Americans and the world that Saddam had WMDs in 

mobile trucks and the Iraqi’s were loading and unloading the content of the trucks, hours before 

the UN WMD inspectors arrive to the inspection site as if the contents of the trucks were boxes 

of candies. Public opinion in the US supported the administration’s view, despite the fact the 

United Nation's top WMD inspector in Iraq (Scott Ritter), an American, said that they had no 

evidence for WMDs on Iraqi soil. A few days later, Iraq was attacked and instead of finding 

WMDs, the world and the Americans found lies of mass destruction. 

Below I give a couple of examples of what the press (the newspapers and TV news 

networks) said and how it repeated what President Clinton said during his first public speech on 

the Oklahoma City bombing, on April, 19th 1995, and where the indices pointed. In the days 

after the attack. Jim Naureckes wrote:  

Seldom have so many been so wrong so quickly. In the wake of the explosion that 

destroyed the Murrah Federal Office Building, the media rushed almost en masse to the 

assumption that the bombing was the work of Muslim extremists. "The betting here is on 

Middle East terrorists," declared CBS News' Jim Stewart just hours after the blast 

(4/19/95). "The fact that it was such a powerful bomb in Oklahoma City immediately 

drew investigators to consider deadly parallels that all have roots in the Middle East," 

ABC's John McWethy proclaimed the same day. "It has every single earmark of the 

Islamic car-bombers of the Middle East," wrote syndicated columnist Georgie Anne 

Geyer (1995) in the Chicago Tribune. "Whatever we are doing to destroy Mideast 

terrorism, the chief terrorist threat against Americans has not been working," declared the 



 

 

 

32

A.M. Rosenthal (1995) in the New York Times. The Geyer and Rosenthal columns were 

filed after the FBI released  sketches of two suspects who looked more like Midwestern 

frat boys than mujahedeen.  

Syndicated columnist of the Chicago Tribune Mike Royko wrote:  

“I would have no objection if we picked out a country that is a likely suspect and bombed 

 some oil fields, refineries, bridges, highways, industrial complexes. . . . If it happens to 

 be the wrong country, well, too bad, but it's likely it did something to deserve it anyway” 

(1995) 

We can read from various newspapers and TV news networks news reporting and 

comments that the indices are pointed towards the A/Ms, thus the Middle East, as soon as the 

explosion took place on that fatal morning. Said (1997, p. 35) says “never was their prejudice 

and ignorance more in evidence than when in the immediate aftermath of the Oklahoma city 

bombing, they leaped collectively to the conclusion led by instant ‘expert’ like Stern Emerson 

that Islamic terrorists were to blame.” This is a clear example of how the A/Ms are made the 

escape-goat for political and ideological purposes.  

Deflem (1995), a professor of sociology, wrote that during his first public address on the 

bombing, President Clinton stated that the terrorist act was an "attack on the United States, our 

way of life and everything we believe in" (p. 15). He says that this confirmed the anti-American 

character of the bombing and it at least implicitly insinuated that guilt lay outside America's 

borders. Clinton added that searching for and convicting the perpetrators was "not a question of 

anybody's country of origin, not a question of anybody's religion" (ibid). The above examples 

show that both Washington and the press indexed guilt towards the Middle East. Above, I gave 
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examples that show how the US government which is represented by the presidency, and the 

private media which is represented by various newspapers, TV news networks and to some 

extent Hollywood movies have similar ideologies and political points of view. The suspect was 

found, and his name is Timothy McVeigh, he was a Caucasian American citizen and was not an 

Arab or a Muslim.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEW ORK 
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Part One: Literature Review 

Critical discourse analysis 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a subfield of discourse analysis, which is mainly 

concerned with the relationship between discourse and power and more precisely with how 

discourse is used by those in power (people or institutions) to legitimate their abuse of power 

through the production and reproduction of text and talk to further their interests. All those who 

do CDA usually have a cause and there is an injustice or an inequality that they want to bring to 

peoples' attention. They want to raise people’s consciousness and make them aware about the 

type of injustice/inequality which is found in discourse, and they then try to help combat it and 

eventually eradicate it. CDA has criticized and exposed racist text, talk and images in Hollywood 

movies of minorities in the USA such as Native Americans, Latinos, African Americans, 

Arab/Muslim Americans (Van Dijk, 2003; Wodak and Reisigl, 1999). Caldas-Coulthard & 

Coulthard (1996, p. xi) argue that “CDA practitioners act upon the world in order to transform it 

and thereby help create a world where people are not discriminated against because of sex, color, 

creed, age or social class.” 

Blommaert (2005, pp. 34-35) finds bias in CDA and in brief, he criticize it for only 

analyzing the visible texts and this is a problem because the discourse we hear in movies and the 

images that we see are the text, but what context produced the text is more important. Different 

social and political players, their short and long term agendas and their ideologies that could be 

responsible for the production of racist text are not looked into. CDA analysts should look into 

the disease rather than the symptoms of the disease and “critical approaches to discourse should 

be concerned with power of which text is only illustrative and symptomatic as in CDA” 
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(Blommaert, 2005, p. 67). Before going to the next section, I will mention an important trend in 

the discourse and images of recent releases in Hollywood movies. 

Since racist discourse is not accepted and tolerated anymore especially in movies, movie 

producers in Hollywood have been increasingly expressing racism by using discursive 

microscopic critical semiotic in discourse and image that are subtle and are covert rhetoric. The 

racist discourse and images in many Hollywood movies are not vividly visible because it has 

gone underground just like a band criminal or terrorist organization. One such covert method that 

Hollywood uses is by showing microscopic critical discourse and images and if such images are 

put under the CSO radar, they will be detected. Another new trend that Hollywood has been 

using in recent releases such as Argo, Zero Dark Thirty and Captain Phillip 2013 is that all these 

movies are presented as true stories as I mentioned earlier and then the story is molded and 

presented in such a fashion that the end result is that A/Ms are showcased as terrorists. This will 

lead me to the next section where I will talk about ideologies and how they are produced and 

who they serve. 

Ideology  

Ideologies could be thoughts, ideas, views, systems of belief, expectations that a person 

holds about certain issues. People have defined ideology in various ways partly because it has a 

conceptual flexibility and partly because what is important to me might be something trivial to 

someone else and vice versa. For example, the oppressor and the oppressed usually view things 

differently. Blommaert (2005, p. 158) points out that “few terms are as badly served by 

scholarship as the term ideology, and as soon as anyone enters the field of ideology studies, he or 

she finds him/herself in a morass of contradictory definitions, widely varying approaches to 

ideology, and huge controversies over terms, phenomena, or modes of analysis.” Some 
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researchers of CDA and related fields might contend that ideology is always present. Ideologies 

have been defined in different ways and in the following paragraphs I will mention a couple of 

these definitions. McClosky (1964, p. 362)  writes that ideologies are “systems of belief that are 

elaborate, integrated, and coherent, that justify the exercise of power, explain and judge 

historical events, identify political right and wrong, set forth the interconnections (casual and 

moral) between politics and other spheres of activity.” Seliger (1976, p. 11) states that ideologies 

are “sets of ideas by which men posit, explain, and justify ends and means of organized social 

action, and specifically political action, irrespective of whether such action aims to preserve, 

amend, uproot or rebuild a given social order.” Hamilton (1987, p. 39) defined ideologies as “a 

system of collectively held normative and reputedly factual ideas and beliefs and attitudes 

advocating a particular pattern of social relationships and arrangements, and/or aimed at 

justifying a particular pattern of conduct, which its proponents seek to promote, realize, pursue 

or maintain.” Knight (2006, p. 1) says that “in broader terms, ideology can be defined as the way 

a system- a single individual or even a whole society rationalizes itself.”  

We can understand from the above definitions that ideologies are related to power, 

politics, social and political actions and orders, to promoting and maintain particular conducts to 

serve the interest of socio-political class and groups. In other words, ideologies are related to the 

views, ideas and discourse usually of the elite of a society because normally it is the elite of a 

society who have power for some reason (political, religious, social, educational, etc.), and 

impose their rules, laws and dominant views to make sure that their interests are served. 

Fairclough, (2001, p. 2) says that “ideologies are closely linked to power and to language”. 

Blommaert (2005) writes that “when discourse and power are combined, we think of ideology 

and discourse has been identified by almost every major scholar as a site of ideology” (p. 158). 
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Hollywood, Washington, the Pentagon, and the different broadcasting networks have power and 

make their own discourse to serve their interests, agendas and their longevity both for the short 

and long run. Movies and the mass media are some of the channels and pipelines that the 

discourse of the elite goes through to reach the masses all over the world. In the digital 

technological revolution era, news travels faster than the thunder and as soon as something is 

said or announced, it reaches the four corners of the earth within seconds. Hollywood movies are 

played in theatres across the world on the same day and the ideologies of the elite are transferred 

to all those people who watch Hollywood movies. The ideologies could be political, economic, 

technological, cultural, religious, sexual, etc.  

Blommaert (2005, p. 159) says that ideologies are not related to one individual or 

location (such as a producer or Hollywood) but are part of everyday social activities of different 

communities are normal thoughts and behavior. van Dijk (1995) concedes that “ideologies need 

not be detailed, complex systems, such as socialism, liberalism, etc.” (p. 140); and thus we could 

speculate they may very well be limited to a few basic principles like having a common terrorist 

and a common enemy.  

   States have crucial roles in the production and reproduction of ideologies through various 

institutions and “working in conjunction with the state or serving state interests” (Blommaert, 

2005, p. 162). Institutions such as schools, mosques, churches, synagogue and the media play a 

fundamental role in maintaining the fabric of any society for the interest of the elite and the 

central government (for a discussion of ideological state apparatuses, see Althusser, 1971). “In 

other words, ideology needs to be understood as processes that require material reality and 

institutional structures and practices of power and authority” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 163). The era 

of digital technological revolution and super internet highway is a game changer in how the news 
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travels and “it may become ideological as soon as it is picked up by power-regulating institutions 

such as the media and inserted into the ideological reproduction system they organize” (p. 163). 

He asserts that the media have the ability to establish ideological ideas and thoughts from 

irrelevant and unimportant occasions and realities (ibid).  

Just as a virus needs the right conditions to flourish and spread, similarly ideologies need 

the right individuals, bank accounts, institutions, and social and political support to survive and 

sustain both in the short and long run. “Ideas operate alongside and inside material conditions 

and institutions; it is the conjunction of both dimensions which lifts particular sets of ideas to the 

level of ideology” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 163). He asserts that “the desired outcome of an 

ideological offensive using a class specific (background specific ideology), particular ideology, 

would be a total ideology” (p. 166). Many Americans who are bombarded with NS of A/Ms from 

their childhood, grow up and have “background specific ideology” (A/Ms) and “total ideology” 

(total conviction) that A/Ms are as bad as the mass media claims (ibid). The root of Islamo-

phobia starts in this way and it hardens as one grows older and sees more movies and listens to 

more news about A/Ms.  

Various players and stake holders in the Hollywood movie industry and the US mass 

media such as script writers, editors, reporters, news anchors, producers, directors, studio 

owners, a few very popular actors, etc. who are from the elite of the society have “access to 

discourse and communicative events” (van Dijk, 1996, p. 12). Usually these people have a say in 

the type of language and images that they want to pass on to the viewers and readers through the 

ideological pipeline to promote their socio-political views and interests as well as to maintain the 

status quo in their favor against their opponent and those who they see in the frame of ‘us against 

them’. 
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In chapter one I talked about how the writer of Zero Dark Thirty, which is about the CIA, 

worked with CIA agents to produce the script for the movie. Powerful military or security 

apparatuses agents, and representatives “may control discourse by setting or selecting time and 

place, participants, audiences, possible speech acts, agendas, topics, choice of language, style, 

strategies of politeness or deference, and many other properties of text and talk” (van Dijk, 1996, 

p. 12). Representatives of powerful elites may decide the content and the ideologies that the 

media and the movies should contain and pass on. Ideologies in the movies come in the shape of 

still and moving images, language, signs, gesture, costume, hair style, sexual or religious views, 

support for a certain social or political views, and so forth. “Films and popular perceptions 

reflect society's politics and ideologies and films often simultaneously promote a political system 

and an attitude” (Alaswad, 2000, p. 23).   

Blackledge and Pavlenko believe that ideologies in discourse come in the shape of 

“explicit and implicit, visible and invisible” depending on different contexts (2002, p. 131). The 

implicit and the invisible ideologies in movies come in the shape of clothes, hair style, views, 

beliefs, sexuality, background scenery, gesture, a move, a locality, an act, a type of music, etc. 

Ideologies are not static, they are “constantly recycled through constructed popular opinion and 

through such cultural products as films and this cycle is interrupted only when there is 

resistance” (Alaswad, 2000, p. 23).  

Multimodal Social Semiotic  

Multimodality in linguistics is often associated with social semiotic theory, which is 

concerned with signs, sign-makers and sign-making. Halliday (1978:, p. 192) demonstrated that 

the grammar of language was not a set of rules but rather ‘a resource for meaning making’ and 

this theory was the basis upon which Hodge and Kress (1988) developed their theory of social 
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semiotics. Kress and Van Leeuwan further developed the theory beyond language into visual 

communication and published Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design (1996).  

As linguists, we know that language has a lot of power whether in expressing our deepest 

feelings or moving the masses. We also know that language has limitations where we need these 

other social semiotic and multimodal resources of image, gaze, gesture, hap-tic, etc. to give us a 

better picture, interpretation, and understanding of the meaning making.  

Multimodality can be defined as communication using multiple modes that work 

simultaneously to generate meaning. Image (both static and moving), gaze, gesture, writing, 

layout, speech, are all examples of modes. Bezemer and Kress (2010) say “a mode is a socially 

and culturally shaped resource for making meaning” (p. 171). People always use more than one 

mode to make meaning. Jewitt (2008) argues that “all modes are partial and contribute to the 

construction of meaning in different ways; and therefore, no one mode stands alone in the 

process of making meaning; rather, each plays a discrete role in the whole” (p. 247). Thibault 

(2000, p. 311) believes that language alone cannot be theorized properly and we need other 

semiotic modes such as gesture, gaze, body movement, etc. that are essential segments of a still 

larger system that may look dissimilar if each part is looked at in an isolated way. Machin (2013, 

p. 347) asserts that discourses interact through various resources and are understood through 

diverse genres. He maintains that “it is at this level that many people most frequently experience 

these discourses as fun” and are taken for granted in daily interaction; he also believes that 

discourse are inspired and molded by, power relations and ideologies (ibid). Van Leeuwen and 

Jewitt (2001, p. 5) suggests that “learning is realized through the interaction between visual, 

actional and linguistic communication and involves the transformation of information across 
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different communicative systems from speech to image.” She says that the learning process is 

affected by our interest, choice and the context of the learning (ibid).   

At the heart of multimodal social semiotic theory is giving the individual a choice. 

Halliday defined language as “a set of options in a stated environment” (1976, p. 26) that is 

shaped by how people use it to make meaning. Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001) called it 

‘motivated signs’ when talking about an individual’s choice of a particular sign to represent a 

particular meaning. What I wear and how I want to appear when I decide to go to a social event 

is my choice and some people try to make a statement by wearing different clothes.  

In a similar way, Hollywood movies producers and directors have many choices when 

making movies and have a range of modes and resources available to them. Each mode provides 

movie producers and directors with a range of semiotic resources from which they can choose, 

and the choice from these available resources is made on the basis of the producer’s, director’s, 

etc. interests, agendas and ideologies of the producer, the director, the author, the studio, and so 

forth. Multimodal social semiotic modes have the power and can be used in movies to alter 

history, facts, etc. into resources for meaning-making. Hollywood movie producers use the 

discourse and the images in movies to make money (especially with a so-called blockbusters) 

and promote how they want the world to see American culture and what they stand for positively 

and at the same time to denigrate the A/Ms cultures, religion and races and what they stand for 

negatively.  

In the digital technological revolution era, analysis of meaning is much more complex 

than having the ability to analyze discourse because according to one definition of discourse, 

discourse analysis does not have the capability and the means to analyze all the other resources 
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such as image, gaze, gesture, etc. in Hollywood movies that are involved in the meaning making 

process. People need and use different tools and skills for different types of analysis. We cannot 

analyze movies critically using only linguistic resources because movies have all these other 

modes such as still and moving images, sound, music, font, color, etc. that cannot be analyzed 

only by a discourse approach.  

I will be using the terms multimodality and semiotics interchangeably throughout this 

study because in the context of this study both have the same meaning but outside this context, 

semiotic is often much broader than multimodality. 

Thibault (2000, p. 311), writing about multimodal text transcription, asserts that the goal 

of such transcriptions is to put the content of the video in writing and to see which multimodal 

modes and resources are used and how, i.e. finding orders and patterns to get the general 

meaning of the semiotic text. He maintains that multimodal texts use different semiotic resources 

and modes such as language, gesture, movement, sound, etc. and produce a text specific 

meaning. 

In the following paragraphs, I will focus on a few elements from Thibault’s article which 

I will be using and talking about in my analysis of the three movies in chapter four. Below I will 

give some example from the three movies for each type of elements that Thibault is talking about 

and full discussion of more examples will follow in chapter four. Thibault (2000, p. 332) says 

that “all forms of visual semiosis are recontextualizations or transformations of the head-body 

system of the individual who picks up information from the ambient optic array as he or she 

orients to this and moves within it.” For example, as will be discussed in chapter four, Porky Pig 

is shown as a human being in Ali Baba Bound (1940). Thibault (2000) explains that “there is no 

need to transcribe all of the colors that occur in a given Shot” (p. 338). He “felt that it was 
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necessary to refer to specific colors which have a special salience or significance in the text”, 

which was the case, for example, of the veiled women who were shown in black from head to toe 

in Rules of Engagement (2000) (ibid). The color black has negative connotations in many 

cultures, including in the West where people go to funerals wearing all black.  

Thibault (2000, p. 346) states that “interpersonal modification of movement entails the 

shaping or deforming of the movement according to the meaning it has in a specific interactional 

context.” He proposes “specific corporeal schemas” and these schemes can be predicted and 

requires the individuals to shape their body in specific ways according to certain circumstances. 

Moreover, these schemes are made to work in specialized context in connection with other 

semiotic resources that function simultaneously to give a particular interpretation, perception and 

meaning (ibid). Thus, “the deformation is not limited to human beings but also can include dogs 

in varying contexts such as aggression, courtship, receiving affection, obeying, retreating from 

danger” or barking like a mad dog: an example of this is when Ali Baba is made to bark like a 

dog in Ali Baba Bound (ibid).  

Thibault (2000, p. 348) maintains that “speech, music, and other sounds will be brought 

together on the assumption that they all have characteristics” and should be transcribed together 

as one in order to give meaning rather than completely separately which can give a different 

meaning. This will be seen vividly in my analysis of Rules of Engagement in chapter four when 

the shouting of the mob and the type of music tells the viewers that something terrible is about to 

happen and only seconds later a massacre takes place. 

Finally, Thibault (2000, pp. 336-337) “proposes the term Visual Collocation to indicate 

those secondary objects which do not have participant [protagonist] status, but function in 

relation to the main participant(s).” He says that such objects function to indicate that a particular 
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individual or a location which has a stereotypical connotation that serves to index social role of 

the participant or the landscape. For example, the background in both Ali Baba Bound and Rules 

of Engagement is a desert giving the perception that Arab countries are a desert. The black dress 

of the veiled women in Rules of Engagement indicated that they were Muslim women, 

Orders of indexicality 

Discourse and human interaction is ordered at every level and there are laws governing 

our use of discourse. Foucault (1981, p. 52) says that “in every society, the production of 

discourse at once is controlled, selected, organized, and redistributed by a certain number of 

procedures whose role is to ward off its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its chance 

events, to evade its ponderous, formidable materiality.” He says that discourse “functions as 

principles of classification, of ordering” and he mentions the order of discourse in his famous 

article with the same name (p. 56). While Foucault talked about the order of discourse in relation 

to power institutions, Bakhtin on the other hand talked about intentions and meanings inside the 

discourse. Bakhtin (1981, pp. 293-294) says that “language is not a neutral medium that passes 

freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is populated, 

overpopulated with the intentions of others.” Bakhtin does not see using language as turning 

ideas into words but rather as recycling the words of other speakers in new contexts to suit the 

necessity of the new situation (1981, pp. 293-294). He says that this process is not completely 

free but restricted by the social context within the framework of acceptability and interpreting the 

new language (ibid). Bakhtin (1981, p. 428) says that “the base condition governing the 

operation of meaning in any utterance is that which insures the primacy of context over text.” He 

argues that anytime and anywhere, there will be differing social, historical, meteorological, 
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physiological conditions that will insure that a word used in a certain place and time will carry 

different meaning when the circumstances are changed (ibid).   

We understand from the above that the real meaning of indixicality lies in the context and 

not the text and that all utterances are polycentric. Blommaert says that the indexical connections 

between context and meaning are ordered and are "closely related to other social and cultural 

features of social groups" (2005, p. 73). Blommaert (2007, p. 127) asserts that orders of 

indexicality can be used to connect microscopic instances of communicative practice to 

polycentric social and political ideological patterns. By revealing the different orders of 

indexicality and doing a detailed and layered analysis of context similar to zooming in on a map, 

almost all hegemonic ideologies could be exposed. Blommaert (2007, p. 115) states that 

“language in the practice of its occurrence in real situations of use is a repertoire and the 

spectrum of variation is tremendously wide from variation between ‘languages’ to code 

switching, to small phonetic variables, to microscopic style shifts and shifts in register, etc.” He 

acknowledges that sociolinguistic variations have micro and macro types of variation that are 

important in social life (Gumperz, 2003; Hymes, 1996, 2001; Rampton, 1995). He maintains that 

“they function as powerful sources of indexical meanings that connect discourses to contexts and 

induce categories, similarities and differences within frames, and thus suggest identities, tones, 

styles and genres that appear to belong or to deviate from expected types” (see Agha, 2005; 

Silverstein, 2003).  

Blommaert (2007, p. 116) says that indexicality is ordered in two ways: “The first kind of 

order is what Silverstein (2003) called ‘indexical order’: the fact that indexical meanings occur in 

patterns offering perceptions of similarity and stability that can be perceived as ‘types’ of 

semiotic practice with predictable (presupposable/entailing) directions” (also see Agha, 2005). 
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The whole analysis of the three movies is based on “offering perceptions” and these perceptions 

can be similar, patterned and ordered or other types of perception. Blommaert (2007, p. 117) 

regards ‘register’ as a language form that index social class and can be ordered to arrange an 

interaction (turns at talk, narrative), and can be used for classifying or stereotyping (e.g., ‘posh’ 

accents; see Rampton, 2003). Blommaert (2007, p. 117) says that when people use register or 

‘voices’: they speak as a professor, a policeman, a mother, as a judge, etc. (see Agha, 2005). 

Silverstein (2003, p. 194) has constructed an approach to analyze language indexically 

that tries to show how cultural meanings at different levels of society, whether related to race, 

class, ethnicity, gender, etc. are encoded and interpreted from utterances. He considers language 

as comprised of a huge web of indices, functioning on different levels which contain word 

meaning and pragmatics, and have forms of micro- and macro-social indexing that comprise 

linguistic identity (ibid). He believes that the levels are ordered hierarchically and for any level 

of indices one may be analyzing (which he calls ‘n’), there is always a next higher level (‘n+1’) 

that will appear from how it is used in conversation (ibid). He gives the example of the decision 

to address someone with informal ‘tu’ or formal ‘vous’ in French, which indexes a speakers 

perceived relationship to him or her (level ‘n’), but at the same time the speaker might be 

indexed by others for what his pronoun choice says about him (level ‘n+1’) (ibid). Silverstein 

(1998) describes (level) n-th order indexicality as “pre-ideological” and (level) n+ 1st order 

indexicality as “post-ideological,” but he clearly states that this is something of a conceit, given 

that “there is no possible absolutely pre-ideological – that is, zero-order, social semiotic” (p. 

128–29).  

Hollywood movies discourses and images leave behind orders, patterns and clues that 

reveal a lot about those who (re)produced the discourse and images and show how inequality is 
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shaped and made through discourses and images, including the movie producers ideologies. 

Microscopic orders and patterns of discourse and images can be found in Hollywood movies, 

and then, related to powerful social groups and institutions with ideologies and agendas within 

the context of globalization. Blommaert’s concepts were originally conceived for linguistic 

analysis but they can also be applied to semiotic analysis. Blommaert (2010, p. 38) says that 

“orders of indexicality is a sensitizing concept that should index (‘point a finger to’) important 

aspect of power and inequality in the field of semiosis.” He says that “if forms of semiosis are 

socially and culturally valued, these valuation processes display traces of power and authority, of 

struggles in which there are winners as well as losers and in general the group of winners is 

smaller than the group of losers” (ibid). If we apply the concept of ‘semiotic valuation’ on the 

global stock market of race, ethnicity and religion, we find that NS of AMIVs by Hollywood 

movies certainly benefits those who produce these movies, in contrast to those who are 

stigmatized and dehumanized for political and ideological gains and agendas. Hollywood movies 

and use ‘semiotic valuation’ tactics to further their ideologies and political agendas. 

Orders of polycentricity 

 
In any community there are many voices which come from different centers of power and 

authority. A polycentric voice is a voice that comes from different authoritative and powerful 

centers. Blommaert (2010, p. 39) says that “authority emanates from real or ‘perceived’ centers 

to which people orient when they produce an indexical trajectory in semiosis.” He says that 

“whenever we communicate, in addition to our real and immediate addressees we orient towards 

what Bakhtin (1986) called a ‘super-addressee’: complexes of norms and perceived 

appropriateness criteria, in effect the larger social and cultural body of authority into which we 

insert our immediate practices vis-à-vis our immediate addressees.” Blommaert (2007, p. 118) 
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says that whenever we interact, we always behave as if an authoritative figure is present and 

evaluating our speech and he calls the evaluating authority a ‘center’. These authorities are found 

everywhere in any community and they could be relatives or strangers, and of course they have 

names and faces (king, president, judge, governor, policeman, parent, teacher, a smart kid in the 

classroom, etc.).   

Hollywood achieves NS of AMIVs in movies by the construction of A/Ms voices. A/Ms 

often have hybrid voices (as a dog, madman, fanatic, etc.) in Hollywood movies and I will talk 

about this point in detail in chapter four. Blommaert (2005, pp. 4-5) finds the concept of voice 

essential and he states: 

“a critical analysis of discourse in contemporary society is an analysis of voice.. voice is 

the issue that defines linguistic inequality in contemporary societies ..at a basic level, it 

involves translating one culture into the voice of another.. at a higher level it involves 

creating a hybrid voice that is at once empathetic, comprehensible and legitimate within 

both cultures simultaneously… and each speaker making their own contributions to the 

voice and revoicing the contributions of others as appropriate.” 

 
The world we live in imposes many written and unwritten laws on us at any given time 

and generally people observe and respect these laws and those who break the laws are punished. 

The way we communicate is affected by these laws which are “ultimately influenced by the 

structure of the world system” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 15). Since human beings communicate 

socially and live with other people, there will always be rules which govern all members of any 

community concerning how to behave and talk because “every environment in which humans 

convene and communicate is almost by definition polycentric”  (Blommaert 2007, p. 119). He 

maintains that “in an era of globalization the threshold of contextualization in discourse analysis 
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or sociolinguistics can no longer be a single society (or even less a single event), but needs to 

include the relationship between different societies and the effect of these relationships on 

repertoires of language users and their potential to construct a voice for themselves” (Blommaert 

2005, p. 15). What Blommaert is saying is that the voice is constructed in the context of the 

communicative events of the structure of the world system and globalization. For example, the 

voice in Ali Baba Bound (be discussed in chapter four) comes from a context of global events 

that were taking place at that time in different parts of the world. Given the date of the cartoon 

we can see that WWII was going on in Europe and North Africa. 

The polycentric and the hybrid voices and images that  AMIVs are given in Hollywood 

movies is a continuation of the same voice and image that Western historians, writers, painters, 

etc. have given to the same identity across the centuries. This is how one Western writer 

described the A/M world. “Those of the East were acknowledged to have civilization, language, 

and culture but, generically, the East was a place of violence and lascivious sensuality, the rape 

of which was thus invited literally as much as it was metaphorically, Africa to the South, by 

contrast, was the Old World of prehistory, supposedly lacking language and culture” (Goldberg, 

1993, p. 29). Any voice that the scriptwriters of Hollywood movies give to AMIVs is interpreted 

by many viewers to be the real voice of A/Ms.  

Indexical orders function both vertically and horizontally. Polycentric orders usually 

function vertically and can be top down or bottom up depending on the perspective one takes. In 

terms of my analysis, the negative stereotyping voices come from the top down (nth + 1 level) 

and reach the audience at the bottom on the (nth level). For example, scriptwriters, producers, 

directors of movies, etc. construct the voice for the general audience from the top and it is geared 

towards the bottom. 
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It functions horizontally when the audiences repeat the polycentric voices and revoice the 

voices and in a sense and unintentionally become free agents for the people at the top and repeat 

their ideologies. For example, the famous line from Clint Eastwood’s (1971) movie Dirty Harry 

is: ‘Do you feel lucky, punk?’ and, ‘Hasta la vista, baby’ is another famous line associated with 

Arnold Schwarzenegger's (1991) movie Terminator 2: Judgment Day. The voices can be jokes, 

irony, double-voicing or any other type of voices. Above I gave examples of voices and famous 

lines in movies but different ideologies can come from the top in the shape of habits, behaviors, 

traits, sexuality, NS of certain races and religions or simply whatever ideologies the 

moviemakers want to sell to the audience, just like a sausage maker who fills a sausage with 

whatever they want, as long as people will buy it. 

Part Two: Theoretical Framework 

Background to the critical semiotic order theory 

Human beings are complex social semiotic beings who are typically fully loaded with 

multimodal, cognitive, linguistic, social, visual, haptic and audible capabilities and resources. It 

is impossible to analyze human beings and their products critically using only linguistic means. 

When I decided to critically analyze NS in movies, I needed more than half a dozen theories, 

frameworks, approaches and models (multimodal social semiotics, order of discourse, orders of 

indexicality, orders of polycentricity, sociolinguistic variation, critical discourse analysis and the 

forensic sciences) to analyze the movies and yet I could not critically analyze the movies the way 

I wanted because there were still loop holes in the different frameworks, approaches and models. 

The long hours of thinking and soul searching to overcome this dilemma has led to the birth of a 

new theory. I present the critical semiotic order theory (CSOT) as a new eclectic theory and it 
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offers a package for all the above theories, frameworks, approaches and models to analyze 

discourse and still mad moving images critically, semiotically and using systematic orders 

simultaneously. Hybridity is necessary in this hybrid age because and it allows the theory to 

function with full capacity, potential, range and authority. CSOT analysis critical discourse and 

critical still and moving images simultaneously by using the power of semiotic and the logic of 

order of variation.  

I will further show the methodology and application of this theory in chapters three and 

four. In chapter three, I will talk more about the criteria of choosing critical semiotic orders 

(CSOs) and the different types of CSOs. I found thirteen CSOs in the three movies; the full list is 

given in chapter three, where CSO will be explained and examples will be given for each type 

(and also in the analysis in chapter four).  

Relationship of CSOT to other work 

There is no doubts that in any scientific work, we work with inspiration; at the same time 

we continue and build on previous ideas, thoughts and work, and sometimes there are ideas that 

are inspired by nature. One such example is, Isaac Newton seeing an apple falling from a tree 

and trying to explain it. Afterwards, he developed the idea of gravity and later the law of 

universal gravitation theory.  

The main inspiration for my theory comes from nature and more precisely when I saw a 

bolt of lightning and I tied it to NS, as I will explain below. I have been inspired in general by 

readings of American philosopher, logician, mathematician, semiotician and scientist, Charles 

Sanders Peirce and Swiss linguist and semiotician Ferdinand de Saussure. I have been also 
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inspired specifically by reading multimodal social semiotics by Halliday (1976, 1978), and Kress 

and van Leeuwen (1996), indexicality by Bakhtin (1981), order of discourse by Foucault (1971), 

indexical order by Silverstein (1998, 2003), orders of indexicality and polycentricity by 

Blommaert (2005, 2007, 2010), sociolinguistic variation by Labov (1972), critical discourse 

analysis by van Dijk (1993, 1995, 1996, 2001, 2009), Fairclough (1995), and Wodak and Reisigl 

(1999), and by watching forensic files program on Headlines News (HLN) TV channel. The 

program is based on forensic sciences and shows how detectives and forensic scientists solve real 

crimes by studying and analyzing microscopic clues such as a piece of fiber or hair. 

Multimodal social semiotic theory is mainly concerned with giving a choice in the 

meaning making process. Halliday called choice “a set of options in a stated environment” 

(1976, p. 26), to make meaning and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) called it “motivated signs” 

when talking about an individual’s choice of a particular sign to represent a particular meaning 

(as I mentioned earlier). 

CSOT is mainly concerned with finding critical semiotic and logical, systematic, orders 

and patterns in discourse and still, and moving images. CSOT departs from semiotic when it 

shows systematic microscopic orders and patterns. Also by going into context which sometimes 

can be hundreds of years old. It can also make connection and find clues, orders, patterns from 

text, still and moving images on different issues in the most chaotic places. CSOT claims, 

believes and considers that everything is ordered and nothing is haphazard and chaotic. We just 

need to figure out the order. 

Wherever there is critical semiotic discourse and images, there is also ideology because it 

is part of discourse. Also, whenever there is critical semiotic discourse, image and ideology, 
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there exist orders of indexicality and polycentricity. All aforementioned concepts are related and 

can be found on the sociolinguistic hierarchical order. Microscopic orders and patterns are a 

fundamental part of CSOT. Below, I will explain, where the inspirations for the hypotheses came 

from. 

The inspiration for the CSOT hypotheses   

The positive and the negative hypothesis has been inspired by the work of Silverstein 

(1998, 2003). Silverstein’s ‘n’ (normal) level, always has a higher level that he calls ‘n+1’ and 

says “there is no possible absolutely pre-ideological – that is, zero-order, social semiotic” (1998: 

128–29). There are fundamental differences between Silverstein’s work and the positive and the 

negative hypothesis. Silberstein’s ‘n’ is unidirectional and the positive and negative is 

bidirectional. Silverstein’s indexical order does not have a zero level and the positive and 

negative has a zero level. 

The zero value order hypothesis has been inspired by the work of Blommaert (2005, 2007 

and 2010). He says “if forms of semiosis are socially and culturally valued, these valuation 

processes display traces of power and authority, of struggles in which there are winners as well 

as losers and in general the group of winners is smaller than the group of losers (p. 38). 

Blommaert talks about valuing forms of semiosis socially and culturally.  

In the zero value order hypothesis, the opposites need each other to generate meaning for 

each other in a semiotic valuation system. For example, we do not know the real value of the (p 

+ 1) or what it constitutes, unless we know the real value of the (n – 1) and what it constitutes 

and vice versa. There is a simple formula which works like this: if one order equals (n – 1), the 

other order must be (p + 1) and vice versa. When someone makes NS remarks, it is not just about 

showing someone else negatively but rather it is also about showing one’s self positively. When I 
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make the (n – 1) look bad I will automatically make (p+ 1) look good. Gilman (1985, p. 17) 

talked about “us” against “them” and associated “us” with good and “them” with bad for 

ideological reasons and agendas, but he did not associate them with a semiotic valuation system 

or commodity the way the zero value order hypothesis does.  

In the semiotic indices order hypothesis I have been inspired by the work of Blommaert 

(2007, p. 17) when he says microscopic instances of communicative practice can be connected to 

larger-scale political and sociological patterns and structures. In this hypothesis I have been 

inspired by forensic sciences where microscopic elements which could not be seen by the bare 

eye can make all the difference. “Segmental hair analysis can provide the information about the 

time course of the substance use or exposure” (Balikova, 2005, p. 199). 

Blommaert’s concept can be interpreted as static but the semiotic indices order is 

constantly changing and signaling different interpretations like gestures on the face of an actor. 

The hypothesis claims that semiotic indices order does not come in one shape, size, order and 

pattern that can fit all. In each case the order, pattern, size, shape, color and meaning changes and 

sometimes in microscopic portions. By changing meaning, it means that it can be interpreted 

differently and yet it is an order. The hypothesis also does not see that as “microscopic instances 

of communicative practice” but rather as a pipeline of perception that consist of a mixture of 

perceptions and ideologies just like a long sausage which has a mixture of pork, beef, fat, spices, 

etc. The semiotic indices order consist of bits and pieces of textual and still or moving images 

that index at various directions and some can be thousands of years old.  
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In the chaos order hypothesis I have been mainly inspired by forensic sciences where the 

crime scene looks chaotic but there are microscopic orders and patterns and they are the clues to 

solve a crime but they must be found first.  

Some might relate chaos order hypothesis with chaos theory but they are two different 

things. Chaos order is concerned with semiotic logical orders and patterns. The Chaos Theory’s 

major claim says that “a small change at one place in a complex system can have large effects 

elsewhere.” It gives the example of the butterfly effect where it says that the wind that is coming 

from a butterfly flying can cause a hurricane in a different part of the world by propagation 

effect. 

Lippmann (1966, p. 89) says that “stereotypes provide us with ways of creating order out 

of chaos, allow us to form easily-grasped representations for purposes of simplification, and 

assert our self-identity by projecting our own values upon the world.” Lippmann is not talking 

about finding orders and patterns in a chaotic place, the way the chaos hypothesis is talking 

about it. Movies are full of discourses and moving and still images, and often in the middle of 

chaos of different clips and scenes, the noise, the shouting, the fighting, the music where orders 

and patterns are passed and are difficult to detect. In the following paragraphs, the Critical 

Semiotic Order Theory is outlined and followed by more detail about the four hypotheses that 

will be used here. 

The Critical Semiotic Order Theory 

Variation is a normal phenomenon and an order which is found everywhere in the natural 

world. The social behavior of human beings which includes language is a part of the natural 
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world. Therefore, orders of variation is a natural phenomenon and a part of human interaction 

which includes positive and negative stereotyping. There will always be stereotyping as far as 

people use semiotics to interact. Social semiotic variation orders are found in all human 

gatherings and communities and they are a part of the sociolinguistic hierarchical order. 

Someone will always have a better car, watch, look, skin, accent, speaking style, etc. than 

someone else.   

Interaction between people causes variation because semiotics, which includes language, 

consists of positive and negative orders (forces) or feelings. When positive and negative orders 

interact, they trigger friction and it is this friction that is called positive or negative stereotyping. 

Positive and negative orders are basically a part of everyday human interactional order. The root 

of NS can be found in opposite orders of variation. Positive and negative orders are triggered 

when two opposing orders meet on the socio-semiotic, socio-cultural or the genetic hierarchical 

order. In a similar way when there are enough positive (hot) and negative (cold) particles of 

molecules in the air, they rub against each other and this makes friction, which build up a large 

field of electrons in the clouds and then a sudden discharge of electricity causes lightning. 

Similarly when strong feelings builds up inside the minds and hearts of people, it gives them a 

strong urge to relieve this force, and this could accomplished be positive or negative feelings. 

When s/he sees someone that they have intense feelings about on a certain issue, friction is 

triggered in the shape of stereotyping, which is a discharge of positive or negative feelings 

against someone or something. The positive feelings are not harmful and and come in the shape 

of greetings, positive complements or appreciations. The negative feelings (NS) are usually 

harmful and come in the shape of making rude or unwanted remarks about some one’s look, 

accent, clothes, etc.  NS and racism usually start in a similar type of order of variation. In the 
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following paragraphs, I am going to talk about four Hypothesis which are related to the critical 

semiotic theory. I will give examples for each type of the hypothesis.  

The Four Hypothesis of Critical Semiotic Order Theory  

The positive and negative order hypothesis   

In CSOT, the positive (p + 1) and negative (n – 1) are opposite orders of semiotic 

variation on the hierarchical scale with unequal values. In the (p + 1) and (n – 1) orders, the 

dominant and the powerful order (force) is always the positive order. In the human world, the (p 

+ 1) is always superior over the (n – 1) order. It is the (p + 1) order that sets the rules of the 

interaction and gives an identity to NS and to the (n – 1) order for its own advantage, for 

example, my school, university, car or clothes is better than yours. In some cultures individuals 

get the (p + 1) status by socio-cultural orders and in other cultures, especially advanced cultures, 

by genetic orders where a person is smarter than another person where he/she may get a better 

job. Between friends, there is always one who is more superior to the other in X or Y skill and 

sometimes a person is superior in microscopic portions, for example, s/he can focus, write, or 

analyze better than him/her. The (p + 1) and the (n – 1) orders are not static but are flexible and 

can change depending on many factors, such as their status on the social, occupational, genetic 

hierarchy order or even the roles the participants play in an interaction. For example, since a 

speaker is doing the talking and controlling the context of the talk, therefore, s/he is in the (p + 1) 

and the listener is automatically in the (n - 1) position. 

In some cases the NS is unidirectional especially when the (p + 1) is smarter, higher on 

the social or occupational hierarchy than the (n – 1). For example, young talkative (smart) kids (p 
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+ 1) often dominate a group and make stereotypical remarks about quiet kids (n – 1)  and 

sometimes (n + 1) kids do not answer back or reply in fear of reprisal or punishment. Another 

example is when an elder in some eastern cultures makes a remark about a teenager’s behavior, 

school performance or clothes; s/he might not answer as a respect for the elders and the 

community norms. A third example is when a boss at work makes NS comments about a workers 

clothes, s/he might not answer and just smile at the boss so that s/he will not be punished at work 

with bonuses or promotions. Between friends who stand on equal grounds, the stereotyping can 

be bidirectional the (p + 1) and the (n - 1) roles can constantly change especially when they are 

joking and making fun of each other. A person will always be superior in X or Y skill and often 

in microscopic portions amongst classmates or workmates. There are people who are good using 

their hands like painters and carpenters and there are others who are good at using their heads to 

solve a mathematical equation or interpret sophisticated data. A society must have people with 

different skills and knowledge to function because we need people with different skills for 

different professions.  

I want to further divide the positive and negative orders of variation so that they 

accommodate different interactional and non-interactional situations. For example, at any given 

time when people are interacting with others the speaker or the producer of the speech is superior 

because he/she is in control of the communication direction and therefore he/she is the (p +).  

The listener on the other hand is at the receiving end of the speech and the communication is the 

(n -). The above is a neutral interaction because there is not any positive or negative stereotyping 

and therefore, it is called (p +) and not (p + 1) which is only used when there is stereotyping. 
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Another example of (p + 1) is when Christopher Columbus first touched the soil of Central 

America (Caribbean) in (1492) and met the Natives. He thought that he had arrived in India, 

which was his initial destination. He did not say that he had made a mistake because the (p + 1) 

order is always right even when it is wrong. Therefore, Columbus called the natives (n – 1) of 

Central America ‘Red Indians.’ He spoke to them and they spoke back and since Columbus did 

not understand their language he called them mute. Since there was variation in color, language, 

customs, etc. he saw himself as superior to them. This leads us to the second hypothesis, where a 

person gets her/his value by knowing the value of (n – 1). 

The zero value order hypothesis  

In orders of variation the opposites need each other to generate meaning for each other in 

a semiotic valuation system. For example, we do not know the real value of (p + 1) or what it 

constitutes, unless we know the real value of (n – 1) and what it constitutes and vice versa. 

Amongst English language learning students, a student only knows his skills in speaking English 

and pronouncing the words correctly when s/he hears others who speak better or worse than 

him/her and the same concept applies to foreign tourists when they hear native speakers of 

English speak with an accent in Britain in different regions. After a while they realize that X 

accent is easier to understand than Y accent. The (p + 1) order gets its value in meaning from the 

(n – 1) order and a tourist might find that her/his English language in not understood by natives 

of Britain. There is a simple formula which works like this: if one order equals (n – 1), the other 

order must be (p + 1) and vice versa. 

When someone makes NS remarks, it is not just about showing someone else negatively 

but rather it is also about showing oneself positively. When I make the (n – 1) look bad I will 
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automatically look good. People sometimes build false perceptions inside the self of “us” against 

“them” and associate “us” with good and “them” with bad for ideological reasons and agendas 

(see Gilman, 1985, p. 17). This will lead us to the third hypothesis, which argues that conflicting 

indices are interpreted differently by various individuals and sometimes are very tiny. 

The semiotic indices order hypothesis 

The semiotic indexical order (SIO) does not come in one shape, size, order and pattern 

that can fit all. In each case the order, pattern, size, shape, color and meaning changes and 

sometimes in microscopic portions. By changing meaning, it means that it can be interpreted 

differently and yet it is an order. For example, the producers of movies control what kind of 

perception they want to pass on to viewers especially the most gullible and vulnerable young 

innocent children. Since we get some of our ideologies from perceptions, the pipeline of 

perception has a mixture of perceptions and ideologies just like a long sausage which has a 

mixture of pork, beef, fat, spices, etc. The SIO consist of bits and pieces of textual and still or 

moving images that index at various directions. When all orders and patterns of perceptions are 

put together, it will give a perception that X character in Y movie is a hero or a villain. For 

example, when all the perceptions are analyzed carefully in the Ali Baba Bound (1940) cartoon, 

the conclusion is that Porky Pig is a hero and Ali Baba is a villain. 

In SIO an index is usually pointed at someone positively or negatively and sometimes the 

indices are microscopic (gesture, a move, envy). There are many positive and negative 

connotations in discourse, still or moving image and a skillful semiotician usually knows who 

made it and for whom, and with little search and investigation on the internet, one could even 

find the ideologies and political beliefs and affiliations of the movie producers. This will lead us 
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to the fourth hypothesis which will argue that there are orders and patterns even in the most 

chaotic places. 

The chaos order hypothesis  

There are always orders and patterns even in the most chaotic places and situations. In 

many offices of professors at universities, there are books all over the place, on the shelves, on 

the table, on the chairs, etc. so that at first glance the room looks chaotic. When we look more 

carefully, orders and patterns are easily found everywhere in the room. For example, the lines of 

the sheets of the blind on the window are ordered, the shelves one above the other are ordered, 

the books on the shelves are stacked and are ordered, the chairs and the tables are placed near the 

walls so that there is a walking place is also another order. The fact that the tables and the chairs 

are on the floor and not the ceiling is another order. If we look at the dust, it is always in the 

corners of the room and not in the middle and this is another order. Other examples of patterns 

could also be seen when placed under a microscope like finger prints on books or tiny patterns 

inside a very small piece of a carpet fiber or a piece of hair which is found on the floor.  

Stereotypes provide us with ways of creating order out of chaos, allow us to form easily-

grasped representations for purposes of simplification, and assert our self-identity by projecting 

our own values upon the world (Lippmann, 1966, p. 89). Movies are full of discourses and 

moving and still images, and often in the middle of changing different clips and scenes, the 

noise, the shout, the fighting, the music and at those exciting moments, NS are passed. There are 

some clips in the three movies that look chaotic to the viewer but when CSOs are applied, orders 

and patterns could be found and I will give some examples in the movie analysis in chapter four. 
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 A war can be called a chaotic mess, and sometimes in order to create order out of the 

mess of a war, terms such as “us” against “them” are created to make room for order and to 

manage a war. Adjectives can be added especially to “them” the disadvantaged (n – 1) to define 

“us”. For example, if “they” are evil, backward, radical, totalitarian, terrorists, and enslaved, then 

“we” are automatically good, advanced, moderate, democratic, heroes and free. This will lead me 

to chapter three, where I will talk about the types of CSO, the criteria for choosing the orders and 

finally the methodology and application of CSO in the analysis of three Hollywood movies 

which NS the AMIVs. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Types of critical semiotic orders 

I have managed to make a sample of thirteen CSOs from viewing the three movies. The 

number of the orders could be higher if I had analyzed more movies because heterogeneous 

situations allow us to build different perceptions. If someone else analyzes the movies that I have 

analyzed, they might see other orders which are related to various other issues. When you read 

the order list, you will find that each CSO differs from the other, yet they all are CSOs. All the 

thirteen CSOs in this study lead to the same conclusion, which is to showcase A/Ms and 

everything that is related to them negatively and the Americans (Westerners) and everything that 

is related to them positively in almost every aspect in the three movies. The same case could be 

made for dozens of other Hollywood movies which NS the AMIVs (see Shaheen, 2001, 2013). 

The criteria for choosing the critical semiotic orders 

There are three main criteria for choosing CSO and these are based on the CSOT. First, 

the order should be semiotic and gives a positive or a negative perception that could be 

microscopic about X person(s), culture, race, religion, costume, etc. Second, the order must be 

semiotic and contain orders and patterns that are logical, systematic and structured. Third, the 

order must be critical, that gives a NS perception about X person(s), culture, race, religion, 

costume, etc. 

The CSO found in each movie will be discussed in details in chapter four. In the list 

below, first I will explain the thirteen CSOs that I found in the movies and then give examples 

for each type. Most of the examples in the list are taken from Ali Baba Bound (1940) cartoon 
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because Ali Baba is short and it is available on the You Tube-thus it will be easy for a reader to 

watch it and make sense of what I am talking about in this study. Ali Baba Bound can be found 

on this url: [http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8VVY-iSI69c]. 

The Critical Semiotic Order List 

1. Positive (p + 1) and negative (n - 1) order: Occidentals are always portrayed positively 

as heroes and A/Ms are always portrayed negatively as terrorists. Porky Pig (French 

Army hero p + 1) versus Ali Baba and gang (A/Ms terrorists n - 1). The Marines 

(American Army hero p + 1) versus the mob (A/Ms terrorists n - 1). The CIA agent 

(American security hero p + 1), versus the Palestinians (A/Ms terrorists n - 1).  

2. Image construction order: When Ali Baba is barking like a dog, he has a long nose, a 

large mouth, large teeth, a mean look and he is positioned like a dog. In multimodal 

semiotics each mode (level) has a meaning and when the modes are put together, Ali 

Baba is made to look like a dog.  

3. Bits and pieces order: Where bits and pieces of text and talk or images make the 

(perfect) villain or hero. i.e. Porky Pig reads a letter and the letter says “Ali Baba and his 

dirty sleeves plan to attack the Desert Fort. You‘d better tip ‘em off.” Later the words 

“Ali Baba: The mad dog of the desert” are seen on the screen. All the words in italics are 

negative words.   

4. Critical image metonymy order: For example, showing Ali Baba barking could mean 

that all A/Ms speak as if they are barking and also it could mean that all A/Ms are dogs. 

The girl on the roof covered in black from head to toe represents metonymically Arabs, 

Muslims and the Dark Ages. Metonymy is a relationship in which one element stands for 
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another element that it is closely related to or associated with in order to direct attention 

to it (or away from something else) (Kövecses, 2006).  

5. Chaos order: The attack on the fort in Ali Baba Bound looks chaotic but it is ordered 

because all the attempts by the Arabs to infiltrate the fort fail and Porky Pig succeeds 

single handedly in stopping all the attacks. In Rules of Engagement the mob looks chaotic 

but in fact it is ordered and there is a pattern to the order. The position of the mob, the 

shouting, the music, the noise of the firing guns, the fear in the faces of the American 

ambassador, and the fear in the face of the Marine are all ordered to show that the 

massacre that comes afterward was justified to protect the Americans 

6. Turns at talk order:  Porky Pig does all the talking, gives all the reasoning, while Ali 

Baba is presented as mute (mute here means without speech) and the only sound we hear 

of him is the barking and the whistle. 

7. Hybrid voice order:  The boy sitting on the suicide squad bench is made to speak as a 

child who is pretending that he is riding a (horse) or driving a (car), yet with a bomb tied 

to his head while he is running towards the fort to detonate it. This is not the type of 

behavior that we expect young boys to do. 

8. Zero value order: In zero value order, a positive adjective for a person(s) or a thing in 

the movie will get 1+ point, and a negative adjective will 1- point. For example, Porky 

pig is a soldier, hero, a winner, good, intelligent, polite, clean, happy, etc. Ali Baba is a 

terrorist, villain, a loser, bad, stupid, vulgar, dirty, unhappy, etc.  

9. Disinformation order:  First, the events in Ali Baba take place in the Sahara Desert and 

yet Ali Baba wears the costume of Arabian Arabs who live in the Arabian Peninsula. 

Second there is a two hump back camel which only lives in China and Mongolia and does 
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not live in the Sahara or Arabian deserts. Third, the real name of the story referred to in 

the note given to Porky Pig is: “Ali Baba and the forty thieves” and not “Ali Baba and the 

dirty sleeves.” Fourth, Porky Pig is a French soldier and yet his fellow soldiers go to a 

convention in Boston, which does not make sense.   

10. Propaganda order: Ali Baba and all the events in the cartoon are propaganda against 

AMIVs and serve hidden ideologies of polycentric institutions (I will explain this in more 

details and give examples in chapter five).  

11. Association order: Ali Baba is associated with Arabs and Islam, and both Arabs and 

Islam are associated with terrorism.  

12. Ideological order: The ideologies in Ali Baba Bound have similar orders and patterns 

with ideologies of Occidental polycentric institutions (this point will be discussed in 

chapter five). 

13. Critical music order: As is often said about how music is used in films, it has 

meaning and conveys the idea that something (dangerous) is about to happen. For 

example, when the mob in the Rules of Engagement are shouting one gets a sense that 

something bad is about to happen and only moments later the massacre takes place.   

Research Methodology  

I have used qualitative and interpretive methods for CSO to analyze the discourses and 

both moving and still images in the three Hollywood movies which I analyzed and which I 

hypothesize give numerous perceptions to the audience when viewed. In my opinion these 

perceptions are inserted and controlled by the producers of a movie for ideological purposes. 

Movies build perceptions in the shape of beliefs and “these beliefs are organized as attitudes and 

provide the cognitive basis of our information processing, and our perception of individual 
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experiences is thus influenced by these cognitive representations” (van Dijk, 1993: 258). I then 

find main themes from these perceptions and these themes are related to polycentric ideologies 

of Occidental individuals, agencies and institutions. My aim is to show that the perceptions 

viewers get from the three movies are not there haphazardly or by chance but rather they are 

ordered and patterned so that they produce NS of AMIVs for ideological agendas. 

For example, when Ali Baba (A/Ms) is made to bark in Ali Baba Bound, it gives the 

perception that A/Ms are dogs or they speak like dogs and this is the opposite of how Porky Pig 

(Western) speaks and behaves. Porky Pig speaks slowly and politely, and everybody can 

understand him. He is a pig but behaves like a person and even manages to say thank “merci” 

(‘thank you’) in French. All the contradictions between the two characters give the perception 

and shows that Porky Pig is more bourgeoisie in character and class versus the vulgar style and 

class of Ali Baba. I will give you a second example from True Lies (1994) movie. The movie 

gives many perceptions to the audience and one perception is that Palestinians and A/Ms are 

terrorists and want to harm and kill innocent Americans by exploding nuclear warheads in 

American cities. Americans and the Westerners are usually portrayed positively in almost every 

aspect while A/Ms and all the things that are related to them are portrayed negatively in almost 

every aspect and this is another perception.   

The Three Movies 

Ali Baba Bound (1940) is a cartoon and it is seven minutes long. True Lies (1994) and 

Rules of Engagement (2000) are normal feature films. In all three movies the Westerners are the 

heroes and the A/Ms are the villains. In Ali Baba Bound the hero is a French soldier and in True 

Lies the hero is a US secret agent and finally in Rules of Engagement the hero is a US Marine. 
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All three roles are tied to the military and security personnel and apparatus which indexes the 

type of ideologies and where they are coming from (see earlier example of Argo and Zero Dark 

Thirty).  

All three movies display children, while A/Ms children in Ali Baba Bound and Rules of 

Engagement are presented and shown as terrorists, Western children are presented and shown as 

innocent and afraid of terrorists in Rules of Engagement and True Lies. All three movies show 

A/Ms as terrorists who want to harm and kill innocent Westerners. All three movies tie Arabs 

with Islam, and both Arabs and Islam with terrorism. The three movies cover a period of sixty 

years, from 1940 until 2000. They are all pre 9/11 movies and thus no one will link the NS of 

AMIVs in these movies to the tragic events of 9/11.  

The reasons behind choosing these movies 

 My rationale behind analyzing these movies is because the theory that I am applying in 

the analysis of the movies is mainly concerned with critical semiotic orders. My main aim is to 

find critical semiotic orders and patterns of NS of AMIVS in Hollywood movies that are related 

to larger ideologies and agendas of polycentric Western institutions. Finding critical semiotic 

orders and patterns in the movies will answer the first research question. 

  All of my research questions are concerned with orders and patterns of the NS of AMIVs 

in Hollywood movies and whether the NS are random or related to ideologies and agendas of 

polycentric Occidental institutions. Relating the critical semiotic orders and patterns to larger 

ideologues and agendas of polycentric Western institutions will answer the second research 

questions. This means that the movies that I analyze here were chosen because have critical 

orders and patterns of NS of AMIVs and without critical semiotic orders and patterns I would not 

be able to conduct my research. In other words, what I am trying to show here is that for certain 
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types of movies (one of which I found on You Tube and the other two of which are listed in 

Shaheen (2009), True Lies (pp. 535-539) and Rules of Engagement (pp. 434-436), CSOT reveals 

why, for example, they the two feature-length films were both blockbusters and are on Shaheen’s 

“Worst List” (p. 579-580).  

Many movies which have A/Ms characters do showcase A/Ms as terrorists like Executive 

Decision (1996), The Siege (1998), The Delta Force (1986), Iron Eagle (1986), Rollover (1992), 

Wrong is Right (1982), The Black Stallion (1979), Navy SEALs (1990), to mention a few (for all 

NS of AMIVs movies, see Shaheen (2009: 45-592). The sample I have chosen is small but I 

believe that it is a fair representative of hundreds of Hollywood movies that show A/Ms as 

murderers and terrorists. Had I chosen other Hollywood movies which showcase A/Ms as 

terrorists and the movies had had enough materials to answer my research questions, I am pretty 

confident the findings of the research would have been similar. 

In chapter four, I analyze the three movies chronologically, starting with the oldest and 

finishing with the latest movies. For each movie, I have written a short summary of the movie 

and the necessary background to prepare and give the reader a context. 
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS 

In the following pages, I will apply CSOT to find out orders and patterns of NS of 

AMIVs in discourse and both still and moving images that are ideological in nature, and are 

related to polycentric institutions. The point will be made in chapter five, that the perceptions 

viewers get from the three movies, are not there haphazardly, or by chance, but rather they are 

ordered and pattern to NS the AMIVs for ideological agendas. 

Section One: Analysis of the First Movie: Ali Baba Bound (1940) 

A short summary of the movie 

The events in the cartoon take place in the Sahara Desert where it is very hot. Porky Pig, 

is a soldier in the French Foreign Legion is seen leaving a club (called The Brown Turban) and 

singing “The Girlfriend of a Whirling Dervish”. He is called by a spy who gives him a message 

and the message says “Ali Baba and his dirty sleeves are going to attack the desert fort.” Porky 

Pig wants to get to the fort before Ali Baba and his gang reach there to warn the soldiers in the 

fort about the attack. Porky Pig rents Baby Dumpling, a camel, from the U-Drive Rent-a-Camel. 

When Porky Pig reaches the fort he finds a note on the door which says that the Legionnaires 

have gone to a convention in Boston. Ali Baba and his gang attack the fort and Porky Pig single 

handedly manages to defeat Ali Baba and his gang. When Ali Baba enters the fort and tries to 

kill the Baby Dumpling camel, it calls to its mother, who, when she hears the call for help, is 

filled up, with gas from a gas station and reaches the fort in seconds, gives a blow to Ali Baba 

and throws him from the fort. Finally, we see a child sitting on a bench that says “Reserved for 

Suicide Squad” with a bomb tied to his head. He runs towards the fort very fast in order to 

detonate the bomb in the fort but Porky Pig opens both the front and back doors of the fort. The 
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child runs through the fort into the tents of Ali Baba and his gang and the bomb explodes, killing 

everyone. 

Introduction  

When Ali Baba Bound is placed under the critical semiotic order microscope, it becomes 

clear that there is excessive NS of the A/Ms characters and identities and it can be classified as a 

propaganda cartoon against A/Ms.  

The communicative events in Ali Baba Bound are ordered and patterned to showcase 

Porky Pig and what he stands for as a hero and Ali Baba and what he stands for as a villain. The 

CSO list shows that what the producers of Ali Baba Bound did was to showcase one character as 

a hero and the other as a villain for ideological purposes which will be discussed in chapter five. 

Background of the cartoon 

Ali Baba Bound is around seven minutes long and has more than two dozen NS of A/Ms 

character. In the opening scene, the audience sees “Sahara Desert” which means that the events 

of the cartoon are taking place somewhere in the Sahara Desert in North Africa. When we zoom 

in more closely on the Sahara Desert and what was happening there in 1940, many issues come 

to our attention but first let me tell the reader where the desert is exactly. The Sahara Desert is 

the biggest desert in the world and covers many countries from the Red Sea in the east, to the 

Atlantic Ocean in the west, the Mediterranean Sea to the north and the Sub-Saharan countries to 

the south. When people speak of the Sahara Desert, one usually thinks of Algeria and Libya 

because the largest portion of the Sahara Desert is in these two countries. In 1940, Libya was 

under Italian occupation and Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco under French occupation. In the 

cartoon, the protagonist Porky Pig is wearing the French Army uniform, which is distinct, 
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especially the hat. The Sahara Desert and Porky Pig wearing the French Army uniform implies 

that the story takes place in North Africa.  

The Critical Semiotic Orders list: 

1. The positive and negative orders 

The positive (p + 1) and negative (n – 1) are opposite orders of semiotic variation on the 

hierarchical scale with unequal values. In the (p + 1) and (n – 1) orders, the dominant and the 

powerful order (force) is usually the positive order. In human relationships, the (p + 1) is usually 

superior over the (n – 1) order. It is the dominant (p + 1) order that sets the rules of the 

interaction and gives an identity to NS and to the (n – 1) order for the benefit of (p + 1). The 

producers of Ali Baba Bound who in this case are (p + 1), also gave Porky Pig the status of (p + 

1) and Ali Baba the status of (n – 1), because Porky Pig represents the producers and the 

Westerns culture in general. On the other hand Ali Baba represents Arabs, Islam and the Oriental 

culture in general.  

Westerns are portrayed positively throughout Ali Baba Bound and A/Ms are portrayed 

negatively. For the duration of the cartoon Porky Pig (p + 1) has positive personality traits and 

advantages over Ali Baba (n – 1). To mention a few: Porky Pig is a soldier; he thinks, analyzes, 

reasons, speaks politely, reads, represents the army, etc., whereas Ali Baba is a villain; he is mute 

and is the leader of a gang of bandits who want to harm and kill Porky Pig and the soldiers in the 

fort. 

The (p + 1) aspect is not only given to Porky Pig but it is also given to his environment. 

For example, the pub, the club, the fort, the gas station and the advertisements for gasoline are all 

aspects of (p + 1) which give the perception of the advancement and sophistication of Western 
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society. On the other hand, Ali Baba comes from a threatening place, an empty desert with 

endless sand dunes and only four palm trees. The traits of Ali Baba and the environment that he 

comes from are all ordered to give him a (n – 1) and demonize him so that Ali Baba is the villain 

and Porky Pig (and what he represents) is his opposite, a good fellow. There are many opposites 

throughout the cartoon but for the above order these examples should be enough. 

2. The image construction order 

While Ali Baba is barking, he is given a very mean look; he has an unusually long nose, a 

long mouth in the shape of the mouth of a dog, threatening eyes and eyebrows, a long round 

mustache, very large teeth; he’s wearing an Arab turban and when he barks he is positioned in 

the shape of a dog. The above description is an image construction order on the types of CSO 

list. This type of order goes through several microscopic imagistic semiotic construction levels to 

turn Ali Baba in an instant from an Arab to a mad dog.  Ali Baba’s mean look, long nose, big 

mouth and teeth are all microscopic imagistic levels (modes) and each level has a meaning and 

when put together will make the viewer perceive that Ali Baba is a dog and not any dog but a 

mad dog.  

The sand dunes and only a few palms trees show how empty and threatening the desert is 

as a place to live. All the secondary negative connotations and features given to Ali Baba and his 

environment are ordered and index not only that he is a mad dog but also a dangerous person 

who lives in an empty dangerous environment. 

3. The bits and pieces order 

Bits and pieces of text and talk or images make the (perfect) hero or villain. For example, 

in the scene where Ali Baba is barking, on the screen under the depiction of Ali Baba, we see 
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“Ali Baba: The mad dog of the desert.” This is a bits and pieces order where text, talk and image 

work together to turn Ali Baba into a perfect villain. The mean look, the barking and the writing 

images are ordered and shown within seconds of each other and in an instant turn Ali Baba from 

a human being into a dog, and if the images were shown separately the perception might not be 

as strong and the meaning could be lost. Here texts and images are ordered and are at work to 

give the viewer the perception that Ali Baba is a dog. All semiotic modes in the scene where Ali 

Baba is barking together with the writing on the screen that Ali Baba is mad are all negative 

aspects and are ordered. All of the semiotic modes index that Ali Baba is not only mad, angry, 

dangerous, but also a dog, thus he has the traits of not just any dog but a mad dog. In this context 

the word mad could also mean that Ali Baba has rabies, which is a dangerous disease that can 

harm others who go near the rabid animal. Animals with rabies are usually put down and this 

could give the perception that it is all right to kill A/Ms because they have rabies and are mad 

like an animal with rabies. 

The name “Ali Baba” is written with big font and “the mad dog of the desert” is written 

with smaller font. Image, gaze, gesture, writing, layout, speech, font, color, moving images are 

all examples of modes in semiotics. The font in semiotic is a mode and all modes in semiotics 

have a meaning. The only meaning I can think of for the large font is that the large font identifies 

him as Ali Baba, and the smaller font reinforces and reconfirms that Ali Baba is the mad dog of 

the desert. Since Ali Baba is an Arab, which can be seen by his clothes, the camel, the desert, the 

oasis, the tents, etc., all of which represent him as an Arab, therefore, the perception and the 

direction of meaning is that all Arabs are mad and dogs.  

In the following lines, I will give an example where only bits and pieces of written texts 

are used to give Ali Baba the (n – 1) status. Porky Pig reads a message and it is written “Ali Baba 
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and his dirty sleeves plan to attack the Desert Fort, “you‘d better tip ‘em off.” It is later in the 

cartoon that we see “Ali Baba: The mad dog of the desert.” The italicized words are all negative 

words or descriptions, but when put together they give the perception that Ali Baba is not a good 

person. 

 3.1 Bits and pieces order against Muslims 

In the scene where Ali Baba is barking like a dog, he is shown holding two beer bottles 

and looking through them as if they were binoculars. The beer bottles represent alcohol and all 

Muslims are forbidden to drink alcohol, so the fact that Ali Baba has two beer bottles implies 

that he drinks beer, even though it is forbidden by Islam. This gives the perception that Ali Baba 

is a bad person even by A/Ms standards. The pig represents pork and Muslims are forbidden by 

Allah to eat pork, so the fact that Ali Baba is in proximity with a pig also brings to mind the 

prohibition against pork. Alcohol and pork are interpreted as taboo for Muslims. There is also 

microscopic communicative moment that might not be seen, heard or understood even by native 

speakers. For example, in the second 220 of the cartoon, Porky Pig says something which was 

hardly noticed because it was said very professionally and fast by Mel Blanc, one of the best in 

the business. Porky Pig says “And I thought that Allah bi dick Baba was all washed up.  

  This is a part of the bigger ideological picture that the producers of the cartoon want to 

associate with A/Ms. When the camel’s hump was being filled with gas by the Arab gas filler, 

we should focus on the second arm/hand of the gas filler; it is in the rear end of the camel (which 

will be discussed in more detail below).  

4. The critical image metonymic order 

Showing Ali Baba barking like a dog could mean many things. As said above, it could 

mean that all Arabs speak as if they are barking and it could also mean that all Arabs are dogs. It 
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could also mean that Arabs are mad dogs and have rabies. As said above, in Arab culture calling 

someone a dog is a major insult and a huge taboo. Portraying A/Ms as a dog and allowing a pig 

to win a war against A/Ms give us clues that the producers did their homework well and know 

A/Ms culture well enough to portray them with the two animals that A/Ms find dirty and judge 

negatively. Islam forbids Muslims to eat all types of pig’s meat (pork, bacon, sausage, pepperoni, 

etc.) and A/Ms consider pigs dirty because they smell really bad and eats all sort of things 

including human flesh. A/Ms raise many domestic animals but not pigs.  

The dog is also considered as an unclean animal by A/Ms because it sniffs everything 

including urine and stool. When Muslims wash for their daily five prayers and if a dog sniffs or 

touches them or their clothes while they are in ablution, then they have to do the ablution again. 

In the above examples of dogs and pigs, the producers of the cartoon no doubt thought that they 

hit two birds with one stone; first, by showcasing and comparing Ali Baba to a dog and second 

by allowing a pig to win a battle against him.  

The image of Ali Baba and his shadow looks like a giant who could easily crush the 

vulnerable delicate baby dumpling camel and Porky Pig. The huge image and shadow of Ali 

Baba imply that Porky Pig is small, weak and is surrounded by giant Ali Baba from all 

directions. The huge shadow of Ali Baba also implies that the enemies of the West are huge in 

numbers and the soldiers are very few and therefore should be helped and supported by all. 

The fact that dumpling baby camel, which represents Arabs in general, is bowing to 

Porky Pig who is wearing the French Army uniform has several meanings. As said above, at the 

time of the making of the cartoon in 1940, three Arab countries were under French occupation 

(Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia). People usually bow for more than one reason. For example, 

Muslims bow to Allah in their daily five prayers. A slave bows to her/his master. In some 



 

 

 

77

Eastern cultures, bowing is a sign of respect or greeting. When the camel bows to Porky Pig, this 

means that the Arabs are the slaves of the French and since France represent the Occidentals it 

also means that the Arabs bow to their master the Occidentals. Since A/Ms bow five times a day 

before doing their five daily prayers, the image could mean that the A/Ms should not bow to 

Allah but to their master the French colonizers because the French think they are the ones who 

are controlling the fate of the occupied nations.  

When the camel lifts its dress while it tries to cross through the puddle of oil in the desert, 

it is showing and associating Arabs men with soft girls and women and are given all the traits of 

women, for example, being soft, physically weak, if compared to tough men and so forth. It is 

also making fun of the Arab men costume and associating it with the dress of girls and women. 

All these acts are ordered to give the negative perception that Arabs wear women’s clothes, are 

effeminate, and are cowards. 

As Porky Pig walks out of the Brown Turban Nightclub and singing, he passes by a spy 

who is standing next to a palm tree and says ‘psst’ for Porky’s attention. Porky walks to him and 

the spy asks Porky to take a letter from his cloak which has a message. The title of the letter is 

“Confessions of a Nasty spy”, which is taken from the name of a movie called “Confessions of a 

Nazi Spy” (1939). Here the producers of the cartoon are not only comparing A/Ms to Nazi’s and 

their crimes but also portraying them as German Nazi’s friends. In (WWII) Nazi Germany was 

fighting many Western countries and had many enemies. The producers of the cartoon are trying 

to hit two birds with one stone. First, comparing the A/Ms to Nazi’s and second by showcasing 

Arabs as friends of Nazi’s. Arabs have been showcased as allies of the Nazis in Hollywood 

movies such as Sahara (1943), Exodus (1960), etc. WWII was a European war and thousands of 

innocent A/Ms were killed in North Africa when the Allied forces fought the German forces.  
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5. The chaos order 

In Ali Baba Bound, the attack on the fort looks like it is chaotic but it is not and in fact it 

is ordered and there is a pattern to the order. For example, all attempts by Ali Baba and his gang 

to infiltrate the fort fail and that is a CSO. Porky Pig single-handedly succeeds in stopping all the 

attacks and this is another order. The perception is that a lowly pig can beat scores of Arabs and 

this is yet another CSO within the context of showcasing Ali Baba and his companions (A/Ms) 

as losers throughout the cartoon.  

6. The turns at talk order 

One way that Hollywood and its movie producers control the identity and voice of the (n 

character is by taking away their voice and making them mute. I will refer to my earlier quote of 

Blommaert (2005, pp. 4-5) when he says “voice is the issue that defines linguistic inequality in 

contemporary societies.” For example, we see Ali Baba and his gang attack the fort but we do 

not know the reason why they are attacking the fort. Ali Baba (n – 1) is made mute (language is 

one of the most fundamental characteristic of human beings) by the producers of the cartoon and 

the only sound we hear of him is the barking and the whistle. Ali Baba’s muteness, together with 

all the actions in the cartoon, gives Porky Pig (p + 1) status. In the positive and negative order, 

the positive gets its power and status from the negative and vice versa. The opposites generate 

meanings. For example, if it were not for Ali Baba (negative), Porky Pig’s action good and he 

would not be seen in a positive way.  

On the other hand, Porky Pig does all the talking, reasoning and most importantly 

explains why he is doing what he is doing. The pig speaks, the camels speak whereas Ali Baba 

barks and whistles and all his companions do not utter a single word. The only exception is the 

child bomber who is supposed to be playing a children’s game for boys (usually in Arab cultures 
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but in Western cultures boys and girls play this game) where a child pretends that a long piece of 

stick is a horse and he/she rides it and then says “beep, beep, out of the way” to people who are 

in front of him/her.  

7. The hybrid voice order 

A hybrid voice is an artificial voice therefore, in the examples below none of the voices 

makes sense when compared to reality. Hybrid voices are used to serve a purpose just like every 

other aspect in the cartoon. Porky Pig speaks, reasons, analyzes like a human being. The 

dumpling baby camel speaks when he asks for help when Ali Baba is trying to kill him. The 

mother camels speaks when she hears the scream for help from dumpling baby camel and as she 

is rushing to help the dumpling baby camel she says “baby dumpling, baby dumpling.” 

Ali Baba can only bark like a dog and whistle like a parakeet and all his companions are 

completely mute and do not utter a single word. The only voice we hear from Ali Baba’s 

companion is the child suicide bomber who is given a hybrid voice. As said earlier, the bench 

where the child is sitting has a sign saying ‘This bench reserved for suicide squad’ and the child 

is made to speak as a young boy who is playing a game and is pretending that he is riding a 

(horse) or driving a (car) and he says “beep, beep, out of the way”. Yet, a bullet shaped rocket is 

strapped to his head while he is running towards the fort to detonate it.  

None of the hybrid voices given to the above characters are real or make sense. A pig 

speaks and reasons. Camels speak, whereas Ali Baba, who is a human being barks and whistles 

and the child bomber acts as if he is playing a children’s game, and yet he has a bullet shaped 

bomb strapped to his head and runs towards the fort to detonate it.  

8. The zero value order 
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The positive and negative opposites of (p + 1) and (n -1) need each other to generate 

meaning in the valuation social order. If Ali Baba is bad then Porky Pig must be good. Let us 

look at the issue of NS mathematically and let’s make a hypothesis for the zero value order in an 

indexical fashion. Let us give values to the meaning of words (adjectives and nouns) and then 

translate them into a commodity in the following order: describing a person positively is 1 + and 

describing a person negatively is 1 -. Then add the pluses and the minuses values numerically 

and see what score Porky Pig and Ali Baba get in Ali Baba Bound.   

9. The disinformation order 

Misinformation is information that is unintentionally false whereas disinformation means 

intentionally feeding someone false or inaccurate information for different purposes and agendas. 

The mass media and Hollywood movies have always been used to make propaganda especially 

at times of war (see chapter one). Propaganda movies which are full of intentional disinformation 

so that the viewers and the public side with one group against the other.  

The story that is referred in the cartoon as “Ali Baba and the dirty sleeves,” is actually 

named “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.” Dirty sleeves could be just a case of word play, but it 

could also give the perception that A/Ms are dirty and do not have manners. When showcasing 

someone negatively people make propaganda with the simple issues that people can associate 

with and for most people of the world being dirty is a bad thing. A/Ms do not have the luxury to 

be dirty and being dirty is not an option if you are A/Ms because it is against Islam. A/Ms wash 

five times a day from head to toe for their daily five prayers, apart from washing their hands 

before and after each time they eat and washing themselves properly in the restroom. Most 

people in hot countries like the Arab world have at least two showers a day, once in the morning 
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before they go to work and a second one in the late afternoon after the siesta for the late 

afternoon and evening activities.  

The story of Ali Baba is one of the children’s stories from the collection of the “One 

Thousand and One Nights” (Arabian Nights) which is one of the oldest, and the largest collection 

of stories in a single volume. The stories teach its readers and especially children many morals. 

Many cultures have made films, cartoons and short T.V series from the Ali Baba story and other 

stories from the same book. The “One Thousand and One Nights” stories collection is a gift from 

Arabs to the people of the world and especially children. Both children and adults can read these 

beautiful stories which have stood the test of time and wars because the stories were written 

during the Abbasid Caliphate (750 – 1258) in the era of Harun al-Rashid (763 - 766) the fifth 

Abbasid Caliph. The book stood the test of war and invasion when Hulagu, a grandson 

of Genghis Khan invaded Bagdad, Iraq in 1258. His army killed Al-Musta’sim the last Caliph of 

the Abbasid Dynasty and killed most of the people of Baghdad, the capital of the Islamic world 

and burned the city to ashes. The Grand Library of Baghdad (the largest in the world at that 

time), which contained countless precious books on all subjects, was destroyed. Survivors’ 

accounts said that the waters of the Tigris ran black with ink from the enormous quantities of 

books thrown into the river.  

As the story unfolds, we see Ali Baba wearing the costume and headgear of the Arabs of 

the Arabian Peninsula and Asia. Although, the Berbers, who live in the Sahara Desert started 

speaking Arabic   and were Arabized when many became Muslims in the sixth and seventh 

centuries, indigenous Arabs come from the Arabian Peninsula. Arabs and Berber have their 

distinct features including languages (Berber languages), customs, traditions and costumes. The 

headgear that Ali Baba wears in the cartoon is called Ghutrah (piece of cloth) and Agal (black 
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cord) which are worn by indigenous Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula and also sometimes in the 

Levant and Iraq. The Berber headwear is a long turban that is wrapped around their head, neck 

and sometime the face especially in sand storms like the one which is worn by the Tuareg 

Berber.  

10. The propaganda order 

The fact that Ali Baba is trying to kill the dumpling baby camel could be interpreted to 

mean that the dumpling baby camel stands for Arab children and that then means that Arabs are 

child killers. It could also mean that they do not care about their own children either when they 

put a bomb on the head of an Arab child so that he will detonate the bomb in the army fort (and 

probably be killed himself). Porky Pig is trying to protect the little dumpling baby camel from 

Ali Baba, and so he is shown as a child killer, which is classified as the worst type of killer. The 

westernized mother camel not only has wheels and turns into a fast car after fueling up at a gas 

station, but she also saves Porky Pig, and dumpling baby camel and wins the fight by hitting Ali 

Baba in the rear end and throwing him out of the fort. In summary, in the cartoon, Arabs are 

shown as a dog, a cat, a dummy, a log and a suicide bomber. It is also shown that an animal such 

as a pig or a camel could beat an Arab in a war.  

Then we see a puddle of oil in the desert in front of the fort. This could be interpreted to 

mean that Arabs have a lot of oil to the extent that it has come above the ground. (On March, 3rd, 

1938, oil was discovered in Saudi Arabia, the first Arab country to discover oil; Ali Baba Bound 

was released on February, 10th, 1940, less than two years later. The perception is that Arabs 

don’t deserve the oil and should not have it. As is well known, the economy of the world is 

fueled and run by oil; extracts from oil are found in most of today’s goods that the masses 

consume all over the world. America celebrated when oil was discovered in Saudi Arabia in 
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1938 by a Californian oil company “and following World War II, President Franklin Roosevelt 

forged a close alliance vis-à-vis the Middle Eastern monarchy in order to secure America's 

economic dominance for generations through access to cheap oil” (Gregorya, 2012, p. 1). 

Hoffman (1974, p. 1) writes that the Westerners think of Arabs “as the caricature Arabs on 

camels with the oil derrick in the background of political cartoons; we have a notion of them as 

technological idiots, incompetent illiterates, idiotically dragging Neolithic plows through sandy 

soil in which nothing can grow.”  

11. The association order  

Ali Baba is associated with Arab and Islam and both Arab and Islam are associated with 

terrorism. A/Ms are associated with child suicide bombers. A/Ms are associated with anger and 

their environment is represented as a dangerous empty desert, and yet some of the oldest 

civilizations and developed cities in the world are in the Arab countries such as Makah, 

Damascus, Babylon, Cairo, etc. Porky Pig is associated with goodness because he is a soldier 

and saved the fort from Ali Baba and his gang. Westerners are associated with advancement 

because they have a club, a gas station, a camel rental shop, etc. 

12. The ideological order 

Ali Baba Bound has many hidden ideologies and they have been ordered to showcase for 

example, Occidentals represented by Porky Pig as a good guy and the Orientals represented by 

Ali Baba as terrorists. Another hidden ideology that is showcased is that Westerners are winners 

and A/Ms are losers and this example could be seen vividly when A/Ms want to infiltrate the fort 

and fail and a member of Ali Baba gang lifts a banner and it is written on it “This fort unfair to 

Arabs.”  

13. The critical music order 
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As said above, music has a voice and speaks as if it tells you that, for example, something 

dangerous or a magical thing is about to happen.  

Section Two: Analysis of the second movie: True Lies (1994) 

A short summary of the movie 

Harry Tasker leads a double life. At work he is a US government secret agent and at 

home Harry is Helen’s husband, Dana’s father and a dull computer salesperson. Harry’s current 

mission leads him to Switzerland where he discovers that a Palestinian organization smuggled 

nuclear warheads to the US. His mission is to find the nuclear warheads and stop the terrorists 

from detonating the bombs in US cities. 

  When Harry wants to surprise his wife and take her for lunch, he overhears her and 

discovers that she is talking to a man (Simon) on the phone and Simon asks her for a rendezvous 

in a restaurant. Harry learns that Simon is a car salesman who pretends to be a covert agent to 

attract Helen. When Helen meets Simon in his trailer, Harry and other agents who are disguised 

raid the trailer and kidnap Helen and frighten Simon to get him to stay away from her. Harry 

interrogates Helen from behind dark glasses using voice masking and tells her that she will be 

either prosecuted for being in touch with a foreign spy (Simon) or the charges will be dropped 

but she has to work with them as an agent and she agrees. Harry arranges a mission for Helen to 

seduce a mysterious agent (Harry) in a hotel room and to plant a tiny tracking bug on the agent. 

While they are in the hotel room terrorists kidnap both of them and take them to an island in the 

Florida Keys.   

  While both are kidnapped, Helen learns that Harry is a secret agent when Aziz, the 

terrorist leader, shows Harry a nuclear warhead and asks Harry to describe it. While in captivity, 

Harry manages to break loose and he also frees Helen and a fight begins between Harry and the 



 

 

 

85

terrorists. Aziz detonates one warhead in a remote island in the Keys so that the American 

government will listen to his demands and fulfill them. 

Aziz and the terrorists take a nuclear warhead to a downtown Miami skyscraper and have 

Harry’s kidnapped daughter Dana with them. After leaving Helen in a safe place, Harry flies a 

US Marine Harrier jet to Miami to rescue his daughter and kill the rest of the terrorists. As Aziz 

is preparing to detonate the bomb, Dana steals the ignition key of the bomb and runs to an 

overhead crane. Harry rescues Dana from the crane with the jet and then Aziz jumps on the jet 

and in the struggle with Harry, Aziz falls and dangles on one of the jets missiles. Harry fires the 

missile at the helicopter of the terrorists and a big explosion takes place and all the terrorists die. 

Introduction 

The character of the protagonist Harry (Arnold Schwarzenegger) in True Lies (1994) is 

very similar to the character of James Bond (the British secret service spy) with some exceptions, 

the most important of which is that, Harry is an American and a CIA agent. Harry has all sorts of 

special tools at his disposal, he speaks different languages, and he has a debonair way in which 

he gets into and out of fights without any scars and with his clothes perfectly intact (most of the 

time).  

True Lies is a block buster movie and it made $ 25.9 million in its first week end (Strauss 

1994, p. 1). It is a classic example of a Hollywood movie which is full of NS of A/Ms and is very 

popular with the American public, partly because of the construction and showcasing of the 

American as a hero and the A/Ms as villains. Over the years, the movie has made hundreds of 

millions and is one of the most successful movies at the box office. 

The Critical Semiotic Orders list 
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1. The positive (p+ 1) and negative (n – 1) order 

The producers of True Lies, who represent Hollywood and the elite, have funds and 

power to make movies and through the movies to insert their ideologies (to be discussed in 

chapter five) which are classified as positive (p + 1). The producers gave positive (p + 1) status 

to Harry, the protagonist/hero who has many positive characteristics. On the other hand, Aziz 

(Art Malik) the villain and the leader of the terrorist group has all the usual negative (n -1) 

characteristics. Both the hero and the villain are excellent in their respective trades. 

Harry is first introduced in the movie while he is cracking the ice on the lake but the real 

introduction is shown when he is entering the reception hall of a mansion, which we later learn is 

in Geneva, Switzerland, while music of victory is being played, the type of music war heroes 

receive in home coming ceremonies. Aziz the villain gets no hero’s welcome or music but he 

makes his presence felt in the first encounter with Harry when each tries to eliminate and kill the 

other, but neither succeeds. A very brave secret agent is facing a very dangerous villain. After 

the end of the encounter both live to face each other one more time in the final showdown. In 

such situations usually at the end only one lives to tell the story just like gladiators fighting in a 

coliseum where only one survives and the other dies. We do not need to torment our 

imaginations to guess who wins at the end and who dies because the ending is written on the 

wall. 

Harry manages to get into the mansion by diving with a wet suit on the frozen lake on its 

grounds (called Lake Chapeau) and cutting an iron fence under the water and then breaking the 

ice to climb out of the lake into the mansion. He takes off his heavy duty wet suit and underneath 

he is wearing a tuxedo for the party. He even manages to put some eau de toilette on before 

entering the mansion through the service door. As Harry is navigating his way through the 
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kitchen to the main reception hall, the chief chef asks him what he is doing in the kitchen. Harry 

speaks to him in (terrible) French and tells him that some of the dishes are not appropriate and he 

must change them.  

Once inside the mansion, Harry drinks Champagne and is at ease with the guests and 

even manages to speak Arabic to an Arab guest by saying ‘mushtaq luk’ meaning (missed you) 

and shakes his hand. The Arab guest asks someone else, ‘who was that’? Harry walks upstairs 

and then climbs an outside pipe to the third floor, where he enters the bedroom of the host and 

copies the files from his computer. Jamal Khalid, the Arab host, is suspected of financing a 

terrorist network which aims to buy nuclear warheads to bomb American cities. 

When one of the guards sees a hole in the frozen lake, he blows his whistle to warn the 

other guards that there is an intruder in the mansion. Harry becomes aware of the unusual 

movement of the guards and knows that they are looking for him, but he is not afraid or in a 

hurry to leave, even though his accomplices (in a van outside the mansion grounds) urge him to 

leave. He is cool and even manages to tango with a guest by the name of Juno (Tia Carrere) who 

happens to be one of the terrorists. Soon the guards are running all over the mansion trying to 

find the person who got in and are yelling to each other to find him. 

Harry entered the mansion with a victor’s welcome and a hero’s music and he leaves the 

mansion in a similarly exciting fashion, but this time by detonating a bomb that he had planted 

earlier in the entrance to the mansion when asked to show his invitation card by one of the 

guards. The explosion reminds us of the fireworks at the end of a great event such as the 

Superbowl or July 4th celebrations. Harry starts running downhill to his partners’ van, the guards 

follow him and the chase starts. First Harry manages to stop two Doberman dogs chasing him by 

hitting their heads with each other and he successfully avoids hundreds of rounds of bullets from 



 

 

 

88

machine guns by guards who are chasing him on snowmobiles and skis. At the same time Harry 

manages to kill most if not all the guards with a single hand gun. This is our introduction to 

Harry the secret CIA agent. 

Harry then goes off to Washington, where he changes his identity again and goes to his 

home in the Washington suburbs. He gets into bed with his wife and the next morning gives his 

thirteen year old daughter a gift that one of the people on his CIA team bought for him to give to 

her for her birthday. He goes off to work and finds out that the owner of the mansion has a huge 

bank account and is suspected of using it to buy a nuclear weapon, but his boss says he needs to 

find evidence that this is actually true. 

Meanwhile, his wife, Helen, who has been his wife for fifteen years, is at work and is 

chatting with friends, when she says that Harry has a boring job as a computer sales person. The 

perception is that the secret agents are unknown soldiers and heroes who are not known for their 

heroism by the American public or even their families. They put their lives at great danger to 

save American citizens and at the same time save the country from terrorist attacks.    

Aziz, the villain is first introduced in the movie as a worker in a workshop owned by 

Juno for ancient Persian arts which she has just bought. Juno is the woman that Harry tangoed 

with in the gala in Geneva, where she gave him her business card. She speaks to workers in 

Persian. When Harry pays a visit to Juno in the workshop as a businessman interested in buying 

some ancient Persian art, Aziz immediately knows that Harry is an agent. As soon as Harry 

leaves, Aziz walks into Juno’s office and asks politely to meet her privately in her office. Once 

the office is empty, Aziz slaps Juno on her face and screams at her face “Sharmuta (whore) 

stupid undisciplined bitch!” She is shocked and says angrily “It’s a good thing, you‘re paying me 

a lot of money.” We can interpret from the above encounter that Aziz is the boss and Juno is 
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working for him and not as it was initially presented in the movie. The phrase “Sharmuta 

(whore) stupid undisciplined bitch!” has a lot of sexism and is very offensive to all women but 

again it shows that Hollywood movies have bias and still NS women in the West and that there is 

a lot of work need to be done for women to be treated equally as men in all aspects of modern 

life. I will be discussing this point more in chapter five. 

2. The image construction order 

The protagonist Harry is shown right from the beginning of the movie as a very highly 

trained individual, an excellent diver and someone who can dance the tango. Later we find out 

that he is not only a very skillful horse rider (when he chases the villain in a hotel and into an 

elevator, while riding a horse), but he also can fly any plane, especially a sophisticated jet such 

as the British Harrier fighter jet (which flies both vertically and horizontally and, which he had 

learned to fly several years before). Harry is also a very high tech person with all the gadgets that 

he has and uses to communicate with his partners to carry out impossible missions such as the 

one in Geneva, where he manages to infiltrate a highly secured mansion to steal information 

from the computer of a wealthy Arab who is involved in suspicious activities with international 

terrorists.  

The place where Harry works is a very high tech secure environment and it is impossible 

to infiltrate because there are many security check points, such as plastic card keys, finger and 

eye prints, Skelton X-ray, and guards clearance. Jamal Khalid’s mansion in Geneva, despite 

having secured high walls, guards with dogs and security personnel and apparatuses in and 

outside the mansion, was penetrated by Harry, thereby implying that Arab countries and 

organizations are penetrated by Western agents despite their security. His wife Helen is used to 

all the high tech communication surrounding Harry and the special CIA agents, helping with his 
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cover up, because of his job. Harry is a typical Hollywood superhero who can do anything, 

including the cover up of his job from his wife. In other words, he is capable of doing all sorts of 

things that no ordinary person can.  

When Harry and his team get a call for a mission, secret agents, policemen, the army and 

the Marines are instantly at their disposal with special SWAT teams in vans, a helicopter and 

Marines in Harrier fighter jets, which they can use to land virtually anywhere to accomplish their 

mission. Harry and his team even have the green light from the President of the US to be given 

permission to fly a Harrier fighter jet to save his daughter when she is kidnapped by the 

terrorists, to kill the terrorists and to accomplish his mission. Harry basically has the trust of all, 

even if most of his methods of dealing with different security issues are mostly cunning, 

including giving the impression to his wife that he is a computer sales person. Harry also in a 

deceptive manner presents himself as a guest in the gala in Geneva and as a businessman who is 

interested into buying Persian art from Juno; and finally Harry present himself as someone who 

is interested in buying a car from the cars dealer who is interested in his wife. Harry is presented 

as a normal family man even if he does one of the most dangerous jobs which could kill him at 

any moment.  

Throughout the movie, as will be discussed below, the A/Ms are shown negatively as 

psychopaths, angry fanatics, ruthless killers, women abusers and terrorists. Aziz has an angry 

psychopathic face throughout the movie and Samir (the torturer) is another character with 

twisted looks and profession. All Aziz’s friends are portrayed as psychopaths, weird, dangerous 

and they always speak angrily. All the above NS descriptions are ordered and patterned to show 

that Aziz and his terrorist friends belong to negative (n – 1) order. 
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A/Ms are shown as incompetent throughout the movie. In the beginning of the movie 

when Harry enters the mansion and steals the computer files; in the chase hundreds of rounds are 

fired from machine guns and none hit Harry, while Harry with a single handgun manages to kill 

all the guards (Arab and non-Arab) that chase him. A/Ms are incompetent to the extent that they 

are unable to record a video without the batteries dying in the middle of the recording. 

Throughout the movies Harry and his companions are presented as (p + 1) and Aziz and his 

Companions as (n – 1) for ideological reasons. 

3. The bits and pieces order 

The sinister idea of hitting American cities with nuclear warheads was hatched in 

Geneva, and funded by wealthy Arabs from petrodollars. The movie implies that Arab 

petrodollars are used to fund Palestinian terrorist activities. It is showcased that the terrorists can 

hire anybody, even a person like Juno who does not care about the Arab terrorists cause but cares 

about the generous money that she is paid by Arabs. The implication is that Arabs are corrupt 

and they hire corrupt people as a means to an end. 

Arab terrorist organizations have special people like Samir for torturing the enemy to 

extract sensitive information, for example, from Harry. Harry, despite being drugged and 

handcuffed manages to break his handcuffs and kills Samir and the terrorists. The impression is 

given that Arabs do not have moral codes and they will go to any length to achieve their purpose 

even if they have to kidnap children (Dana) and use them for their sinister goals or to torture 

someone. 

 
4. The critical image metonymy order  

While handcuffed and drugged, Harry asks Juno “Why are you helping these Arabian 

psychopaths?” Juno says “Because they are well funded and I am getting a lot of money. What 
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do you think I care about their cause or yours?” Harry says “You are damaged goods, lady.” The 

perception is that A/Ms (Palestinians) are corrupt and pay money to corrupt people like them to 

support and help them. Juno is corrupt and she is prompted by greed and money.  

 When Aziz is hanging from the rocket on the Harrier fighter jet and the rocket is fired 

and it hits the helicopter which is carrying the terrorists, two issues can be perceived here. The 

first is that the only way to deal with Arabs is to hit them with rockets and kill them. The second 

is that when the rocket that is carrying Aziz hits the helicopter and kills Aziz and his friends, the 

perception is that when A/Ms fight each other, do not try to stop the war and let them kill each 

other.  

When Harry makes a fire with the gas pump hose and burns all the terrorists alive it 

implies that A/Ms are trash and worthy of burning to death just like harmful insects or viruses 

and it is crucial to save the good Westerners from them. Finally, when Aziz slaps Juno on the 

face and calls her a whore, it implies that Arabs are women abusers and treat their women as 

slaves and whores.  

5. The chaos order 

The chaos is ordered in the initial chase where bullets are flying all over Harry but none 

of the chaotic bullets hit him, whereas Harry’s (ordered) bullets do not miss their targets and 

with each bullet, one of his pursuers is hit and killed. This happens with the German guards 

around the mansion in Geneva, with the A/Ms in the Florida Keys who want to kill him, and also 

in New York with Aziz and his guys. 

When Harry is over-powered and held by the terrorists, he asks his wife to shoot the 

terrorists with the machine gun that she is carrying. As she fires the first round and misses the 

terrorists, the machine gun falls on the stairs and as it is falling, the machine gun is firing on its 
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own and by the time the machine gun falls on the ground, it kills all the terrorists. What a 

magical machine gun! Even Harry is shocked that his wife’s machine gun has killed all the 

terrorists. The falling machine gun nearly kills as many terrorists as Harry does. The above 

chaotic scene is ordered because although the falling of the machine gun looks chaotic, each 

bullet kills one terrorist, but not Harry. 

In the final scene where there are bullets flying all over the place and there are bombs 

exploding and fire balls everywhere, in the midst of all the chaos most of the terrorists die, but 

Harry and his wife Helen are safe. 

6. The turns at talk order 

Harry the protagonist talks normally with his colleagues, his wife, his daughter, Aziz, 

Juno, Samir, etc. He does not show that he is paranoid, angry or a psychopath. He even manages 

to throw in a joke or two while speaking with his colleagues or the villains.    

On the other hand, Aziz, the villain, manages to talk a few times but he is always cursing, 

shouting, swearing or giving orders or ultimatums. He manages to give a talk for the video that is 

ordered in a certain way, but is filled with ultimatums about bombing American cities. He is 

hardly heard talking like a normal guy. The way Aziz and all the terrorists speak and the way 

Harry and his colleagues speak are all types of positive (p + 1) and negative (n – 1) orders and 

this pattern is systematic throughout the movie.    

Aziz expresses his grievances to the American government and public in a video that he 

records but since he has been labelled as a psychopath, a wacko and a mad lunatic, no one listens 

to his demands although his demands sound logical. Aziz’s grievances and demands are in the 

following segment: 
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“You have killed our women and children, bombed our cities from afar like cowards and 

you dare to call us terrorists. Now the oppressed have been given a mighty sword with which 

they will strike back at their enemies unless you Americans pull all your military forces out of 

the Persian Gulf countries area immediately and forever. Crimson Jihad will rein fire on one 

major US city each week until our demands are met. First we will detonate one weapon on this 

uninhibited island as a demonstration of our power and Crimson Jihad willingness to be 

humanitarian. However, if these demands are unmet Crimson Jihad’s will rein fire on one major 

American city each week.” 

7. The hybrid voice order 

Hybrid voices can be presented in many different ways and the producers of a movie are 

in control of the hybrid voices. Each time when a person speaks with an artificial voice (not 

her/his normal voice), it can be considered as a hybrid voice.  

In the movie, A/Ms do not speak like normal people; they are always shouting, cursing 

and speak with anger in the voice of evil doers and terrorists. When Harry on the horse chases 

Aziz who is on a motorbike, we hear Harry constantly saying “excuse me, sorry, please, etc.” to 

the pedestrians and the people in the mall and the hotel, but this type of vocabulary is never 

heard coming out of Aziz’s mouth. This suggests that if you are a terrorist, then you are also 

impolite, rude. As could be suspected, polite vocabulary does exist in Arabic and is used 

plentifully in everyday normal interactions. Polite and etiquette words and phrases are used a lot 

by Arabic speakers. The irony is that both Harry and Aziz are not native speakers of the language 

that they are speaking in the movie. Arnold Schwarzenegger (Harry) who was born in Austria 

and migrated to America in the eighties, speaks English with an (Austrian) German accent; Art 

Malik (Aziz) was born in Pakistan and migrated to Britain when he was young and is not an 
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Arabic speaker. Harry speaks English with a German accent. When Aziz speaks Arabic, one can 

tell that he is just repeating sounds and is hardly comprehensible even for native speakers of 

Arabic.  

8. The zero value order  

To summarize, True Lies is a Western product and it presents Harry and all that he 

represents as good. For example, Harry is a CIA counter terrorist agent who saves lives and is a 

hero; he is a good family man, a good father and husband; he is intelligent, brave, polite, 

considerate, well mannered, funny, etc. The producers of the movie present Aziz and all that he 

represents as bad. For example, Aziz is a terrorist, who is evil and, impolite, an abuser of 

women, a coward, a lunatic, psychopaths, etc. The representations of both characters are 

carefully planned for obvious ideological agendas which will be discussed in chapter five.   

9.  The disinformation order   

Aziz and his associates are supposed to be Palestinian terrorists in the movie and are 

depicted as detonating a nuclear warhead, but no Palestinian organization has detonated a nuclear 

warhead. The only two nuclear warheads that were ever used in a war, were the ones that were 

dropped on civilian populations in WW2. America dropped two warheads on the Japanese cities 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945; and most estimates say that the immediate death toll 

was between 150,000 to 250, 000.   

The irony is that, according to True Lies, A/Ms are inferior to Occidentals in everything 

that they do, but they still manage to purchase nuclear warheads, smuggle them to the US and 

even are capable of detonating one as a warning to the US government and a threat to the West. 

Disinformation means many different things including when one does something really horrible 
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and tries to associate it with someone else even if they have to distort and have to say lies like in 

True Lies. 

10. The propaganda order  

The movie claims that Arabs, despite being millionaires and living in Geneva, are still 

terrorists and sinister people. It also claims that Arabs use their money to buy nuclear warheads 

from states such as Kazakhstan and plan to detonate them in Western cities killing tens of 

thousands of innocent Westerners. All Arab countries have signed The Treaty of the Non-

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, commonly known as the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The 

only country in the Middle East which has not signed the NPT treaty and has nuclear weapons is 

Israel. In the Indian subcontinent, Pakistan, which is not an Arab but an Islamic country, also 

owns nuclear weapons because India has them and the two countries have been in more than one 

war. 

This is not the first Hollywood movie that entertains the idea that A/Ms want to detonate 

nuclear warheads in American cities. Wrong is Right (1982) entertained the same idea with one 

exception, which is that one bomb is dropped on New York and another on Tel Aviv. Numerous 

Hollywood movies entertain the idea that A/Ms are terrorists who intend to harm Americans. For 

example, The Delta Force (1986), The Siege (1998), Black Sunday (1977), etc. (for all the 

movies that NS the AMIVs, see Shaheen, 2009, pp. 45-576) 

11. The association order 

Jamal Khalid is presented as an Arab who got wealthy by selling oil. The perception is 

that oil revenues are associated with funding terrorism. Aziz and his group are supposed to be 
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Palestinian Arabs and they are associated with Islam, which can be seen from the group’s name 

Crimson Jihad, and both Arabs and Islam are associated with terrorism.  

12. The ideological order  
The movie wants to sell the ideological concept that A/Ms want to harm Americans by 

hitting America with nuclear bombs. The movie also entertains the idea that the Palestinians in 

the occupied Palestinian lands are terrorists.  

13. The critical music order  

As Harry enters the reception hall through the service (kitchen) door and helps himself to 

a glass of champagne, the music of victory is played, implying that the hero penetrated the 

mansion without being detected by numerous guards with Doberman dogs and security 

apparatuses in and outside of the mansion. The music also gives the implication that Harry 

succeeded in accomplishing his goal by stealing the files from the computer even while he was 

still in the reception hall on the first floor and the computer is on the third floor in the bedroom 

of the host.  

Section Three: Analysis of the Third Movie: Rules Of Engagement (2000) 

A short summary of the movie 

The movie starts during the Vietnam War where American Marines are ambushed by the 

Vietnamese People’s Army. Lieutenant Terry Childers, a US Marine commander and an African-

American, executes an unarmed Vietnamese prisoner in order to intimidate the Vietnamese 

Army officer so that he will call off the ambush of Americans, thereby saving the wounded 

Lieutenant Hays Hodges (who is white). 

More than twenty years later, Colonel Childers is sent to Yemen to rescue the American 

ambassador and his family from a protesting Yemeni mob who are shouting in front of the 
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embassy and makes sure that he saves the ambassador, his wife and his son, even though he 

himself is wounded.  However, upon returning to Washington, he finds himself being accused of 

ordering his subordinates to fire on unarmed civilians and killing them. He is put on trial for 

murder. Colonel Childers asks Colonel Hodges to defend him. Hodges feels that there are better 

attorneys than him to defend Childers, but Childers insists because he wants an attorney who has 

served in combat before and eventually Hodges agrees to take the case. 

A video recorder tape on the roof of the embassy recorded what had happened when the 

mob was shouting at the embassy and also when the Marines fired on the crowd; but the US 

National Security Advisor first stores the tape in a drawer and tells no one about it and then 

eventually burns it because he does not want the US government to take the blame in front of 

Middle Eastern governments and would rather make it fall on the shoulders of Colonel Childers. 

The Marine’s attorney in charge of the prosecution is depicted as very smart and with a 

lot of background in court cases; he is also determined to convict Childers.  Although the 

ambassador and his wife know that Colonel Childers put his life in danger in order to save them, 

they were convinced by the prosecution not to testify on Childers’ behalf. Finally, the court finds 

Colonel Childers acted in conformity with the Marine’s rules of engagement and was not 

charged with murder but was found guilty of the minor charge of breach of peace. He retired 

honorably from the Marines. 

Introduction 

There are dozens of NS of A/Ms in Rules of Engagement (2000) but hardly any positive 

portrayal even though most good stories of movies give some positive traits or extra-ordinary 

powers to the villain. For example in the Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) cartoon the 

evil queen has magical powers. Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs (1991) analyses the 
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personality of Clarice Sterling, a Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agent, as she enters the 

jail hall by merely smelling the fragrance of the scent of perfume she is wearing.  

Background of the movie 

The Rules of Engagement book was written in (1998) by James Webb, an ex-Marine, in 

order to praise Marines and also to deal with the thorny issue of when it’s proper to fire on and 

kill civilians. It is a fictional story and since the author is an ex-Marine, he probably was inspired 

by events that took place in different parts of the world that involved the American military, and 

especially the Marines, who are a special subpart of the military. The author placed the events of 

this fictional story in a Latin American country without mentioning its name, but the producers 

of the movie instead chose Yemen, an Arab Muslim country. In reality, no such incident took 

place in Yemen prior to the release of the movie in 2000.  

The Critical Semiotic Orders list: 

1. The positive + 1 and negative – 1 order: 

Since the writer of the story is an ex-Marine, he is (p + 1) because he comes from an elite 

force that the US Army, Government and people look at proudly. Hollywood has produced many 

movies showcasing the Marines and their character, honor, pride, discipline, capabilities, etc. for 

example, Battle for Haditha (2008), A Few Good Men (1992), Navy Seal (1990), Born on the 

Fourth of July (1989), Death Before Dishonor (1987), Pride of the Marines (1945), etc. The US 

Government sends the Marines to deal with the most dangerous missions that the Government 

wants to accomplish and the Government is apparently satisfied with their success and therefore 

keeps on sending them to undertake risky missions around the world. Therefore, the writer gave 

the status of (p + 1) to the Marines and the status of (n – 1) to whoever the ‘other’ might be 



 

 

 

100 

opposite the Marines, because the US Government and Marines believe that they are second to 

none when it comes to combating and fighting the enemy. As said above, the producers placed 

the events of this story in Yemen, an A/M country rather than a Latin American country. I 

believe that they thought they could get away with showcasing A/Ms in a NS fashion without 

suffering at the box office or being sanctioned by powerful minority groups such as Latinos. 

Another possibility could be that the producers of the movie placed the events in an Arab country 

because the American military was involved in the Iraq war in 1991, in the clashes with Somalia 

war lords during 1992-1994 and the bombing of Khartoum in Sudan in 1998, which would have 

made it more realistic for its viewers. The only race and religion that Hollywood, its producers 

and the Western public find acceptable to NS as the enemy are the A/Ms according to Godfrey 

Cheshire, a film critic who said “the Arab stereotype is the only vicious racial stereotype that’s 

not only still permitted but has been actively endorsed by Hollywood” (Shaheen, 2008, p. XI). 

Dictator (2012), Argo and Captain Philip are examples of some of the movies that have been 

released recently which NS A/Ms, which are not only acceptable to the public but are also 

successful at the box office. Argo even went on to win an Oscar in 2013 for best picture.  

The producers of the movie who are (p + 1) gave the Marines the status of (p + 1) and the 

Yemeni mobs the status of (n – 1) because the Marines represent America and the mob 

represents A/Ms. Marines are usually portrayed positively throughout the movie and the A/Ms 

vice versa. The mobs are portrayed as protesting outside of the American embassy; they start 

throwing stones at the embassy; some of them have guns and are firing at the embassy; there are 

snipers on a roof top across from the embassy who are also firing at the embassy.  The Marines 

are ordered to go to the embassy to see what they could do and to evacuate the embassy staff, 

especially the ambassador, if the situation is too dangerous.   
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The (p + 1) aspect is not only given to the Marines but also to the high tech environment 

that they work in. The aircraft carrier with sophisticated radar, technology and a high level of 

organization are all part of the environment of the Marines. On the other hand, the Yemeni 

mob(s) and Yemen (n – 1) are shown as if they live in the dark ages with old primitive villages 

and small narrow allies, veiled women wearing barka (a black robe that Muslim women cover 

their bodies with), which has been increasingly associated with Muslim women as a religious 

dress (and sometimes with primitiveness) in recent decades. Yemen the cradle of many 

civilizations which was mentioned in many holy books including the Quran and also in famous 

traveler writings of Ibn Battuta and Marco Polo, has no hospitals in the movie. The only hospital 

they have is a makeshift hospital in one of the narrow allies of Sana’a, the capital of Yemen. All 

the background scenes in the movie are ordered to showcase the Marines (Americans, 

Westerners) positively and the Yemeni mobs and Yemenis in general (A/Ms, Orientals) 

negatively. The conceptualization is very simple, heroes and good people come from positive 

environments and evil terrorists and bad people come from negative environments.  

      Opposites also are important in the look of the eyes of the children. The movie showcases 

the anger and rage in the eyes of the children in the mob including the emotionless and feeling-

less looks on the face of the one legged girl on crutches when she is pointing a gun at the Marine 

lawyer Colonel Hodges at the makeshift hospital. On the other hand, fear is shown in the eyes of 

American ambassador’s son on the roof where he is crying and trembling with fear about 

boarding a helicopter because he is afraid of being hit by a bullet since bullets are flying 

everywhere. The fear of the American ambassador’s son is showcased as the fear of an innocent 

child. There’s also the mother who also looks fearful. 

2. The image construction order: 
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Yemeni people as represented by the mob and are shown as anti-Americans who have 

anger, rage and hate for Americans and are about to erupt at any time. For example, the anger 

issue was shown vividly at least twice, once when the mob was shouting in front of the embassy 

at the beginning of the movie and the second time in the middle of the movie when the Marine 

lawyer is encountered by a small group of Yemenis in one of the small allies in Sana’a when he 

was doing his investigation to find out the truth. The group of men shout with anger in the face 

of the American military lawyer as a protest because the Marines massacred eighty three men, 

women and children needlessly.  

The scene in front of the embassy shows angry men with Arab headgear shouting 

gibberish, angry shouting children, veiled women shouting and all are threatening with their 

hands and have angry threatening faces and look. The American ambassador looks at the mob 

from behind an iron window which gives the perception that he is trapped, endangered and a 

prisoner. The movie showcases the lone Yemeni policeman who guards the embassy, but not 

doing anything, such as calling for reinforcements as if he is complicit. Since the policeman 

represents the government of Yemen, this implies that the government is complicit and also that 

the government is incompetent. The mob is shown throwing stones at the embassy, then one of 

the men in the mob throws a fire bottle at the embassy, next a gunman fires at the embassy and 

finally several gunmen are firing at the Marines. All these pieces of image construction are 

patterned and ordered to pave the way to justify the event that takes place later, namely the 

massacre of eighty three men, women and children discussed above.  

3. The bits and pieces order: 

The enraged angry shouting faces of the mob include men, women and children. The 

sound of the firing guns, the veiled women in black, the mob in the alley, the poor chaotic life of 
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Yemeni people, the one legged young girl on crutches with a gun, the trapped and endangered 

ambassador and his family, the disciplined Marines who are hit by bullets, etc. all are bits and 

pieces which complete each other to give a picture of the Yemenis as A/M terrorists. Therefore, 

killing eighty three Yemeni people in the mob was justifiable to save the lives of the Marines and 

avenge the death of three of them and also keep others from being killed by those who are firing 

at the Marines. 

The Marine Colonel who gave the order to fire on the mob was court-martialed for the 

murder.  The US government was doing everything it could to condemn him for ordering the 

firing on the mob. It was clear that the US government was more worried about the repercussions 

of the killings in the Middle East than about the fact that 83 are killed and it wanted to make the 

Colonel a scape goat.   

4. Critical image metonymy order: 

The women on the roof who are covered from head to toe in black gives the perception to the 

Western audience of Dark Age ideologies. The A/Ms’ beliefs and ideologies are represented by 

veiled women, which for many Westerners is tied to belief in Islam. The women on the roof 

shown in black give the perception that they are faceless, valueless, voiceless, without 

personality, character or choice; and the “depictions do not show women’s characteristics as a 

whole” and as someone who is a mother, a wife, a sister, a daughter and a person who has 

dignity and identity (Dehchenari, Abdullah, & Eng, 2014: 34).  

The image of the lone trapped ambassador justifies sending the Marines from the aircraft 

carrier to rescue him and his family from the angry mob. The image also justifies the massacre of 
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eighty three Yemeni men, women and children, implying that the mob attacked the embassy and 

its occupant without being provoked. 

5. The chaos order: 

  The mob shouting in front of the American embassy in the movie looks like it is chaotic 

but in fact it is ordered and there is a pattern to the order. The position of the mob, the shouting, 

the music, the noise of the firing guns, the fear in the faces of the American ambassador and his 

family, the fear in the face of the Marine look very chaotic, but in reality they are ordered and 

patterned in a perfect way to give the viewers a twofold perception. The first perception shows 

that A/Ms men, women and children have anger, rage, fanaticism, hatred, viciousness and a 

killer instinct. The second perception shows the fear that the ambassador and his family are 

experiencing while the mob was terrorizing them. It also shows the patience of the Marines who 

did not return fire until three of their brave men were killed by the firing from the mob.  

On the roof of a nearby building two mob men are firing at the embassy and there are two 

veiled women, covered from head to toe in black, each holding an infant in their arms. The two 

women were standing behind the men but initially were not hiding themselves, nor were they, 

were shown as being afraid of being hit by bullets from the Marines, while at the same time the 

men were taking cover and lowering their bodies while firing. Later, the women took cover. The 

scene is organized to give the impression that the gunmen on the roof are Muslims because the 

women are covered with barka. Since the two women were carrying infants while standing on 

the roof, this gives the perception that Muslims are careless about their children compared to 

how worried the ambassador and his wife are about their son. The scenes of A/Ms women on the 

roof and children who are throwing stones at the embassy imply that women and children were 

also taking part and therefore killing them was also justifiable. Everything in the scene is ordered 
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to give the impression that A/Ms are careless about their own life, and the life of their family and 

therefore, their life is not worth much if and when they are killed. 

6. Turns at talk order:  

Sometimes a mere look says and speaks more than hundreds of words. The look on the 

faces of the mob, the face of the ambassador, the face of his wife, the face of his son said and 

spoke much more, even before all these people opened their mouth to speak. 

The Yemeni men and women on the roof were mute. The policeman guarding the 

embassy was mute. The extended meaning of muteness also applies to the demonstrating mob 

who were also mute in a sense, despite all the shouting, because the noises were not 

comprehensible and the mob did not give a single reason for the demonstration. In the trial, it 

was said that these demonstrations happened regularly but no reason was given. The muteness 

also applies here because people usually demonstrate for a reason and make sure that the public 

knows why they are demonstrating. Westerners spoke, explained and reasoned throughout the 

movie and had the lion’s share of talk and the A/Ms hardly got a chance to speak more than a 

few sentences.  

7. The hybrid voice order: 

The A/Ms are hardly heard talking and reasoning like normal people except in two or 

three scenes and the rest of the time, they were either mute or shouting with anger and rage. The 

mob is shouting gibberish in front of the embassy. One way that Hollywood and its movie 

producers control the identity and voice of the (n – 1) character is by not giving them a chance to 

say why they are doing what they are doing. For example, the movie did not make it clear for the 
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viewer why the mob was attacking the American Embassy, implying that A/Ms are born 

psychopaths or do things for no good reasons.  

The one legged child walking on the crutches was shown more than once in the movie 

and the viewer’s felt sorry for her and she broke their heart. She walked quietly, never spoke and 

was mute throughout the movie. When she was made to speak, the only word she uttered was 

“kill” (when she was pointing a gun at the Marine lawyer). The word “kill” does not fit well 

coming from the mouth of a young child. This was the most creative hybrid voice the producers 

of the movie could give to a one legged girl on crutches. In this example an Arabic saying fits 

perfectly well, it says “kept quiet for ages and utter disbelief”.” Keeping quiet is associated with 

being nice, decent and innocent, especially for a young child; but as soon as one says something 

terrible, the above adjectives disappear and people usually view them as not nice people any 

more. When the child utters the word “kill”, all her innocence changes in an instant and she was 

portrayed as a killer and as a terrorist. The young girl did not give any reason for saying the word 

“kill” or show any emotions in her face when saying it, just like an emotionless person 

committing a heinous act. 

8. The zero value order: 

The Marines are elite soldiers, disciplined, brave, and organized and they sacrifice their 

lives for others, whereas the Yemeni mobs are terrorists, chaotic, cowards, unorganized, fanatics 

and take the lives of others. The massacre of eighty three men, women and children to stop the 

firing by the mob, stop the killing of the Marines and avenge the death of three Marines gives the 

perception that the Marines (p + 1) believe that their lives are worth much more than the average 

person. Mathematically speaking if we divide 83 by 3 = 27.6, this means that the Marines (p + 1) 

killed 27.6 people (n - 1) for every Marine. The Marine had a choice to kill the gunmen rather 
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than firing at everybody, and the choice to fire at everyone is in contradiction to the 

characteristics of an honorable gentleman, as the Marines are usually portrayed. 

9. The disinformation order: 

When all the semiotic details in the movie are examined and analyzed, it becomes evident 

that the movie entertains the idea that A/Ms are anti-American and will harm any Westerner. The 

movie claims that the A/Ms lie, the policemen lie and the witnesses lie. Everywhere the lawyer 

went and asked questions in Yemen, he was not satisfied with their answers and felt that they 

were lying to him because he was an American. There are audio cassettes everywhere on Yemeni 

streets and hospitals which call A/Ms to harm and kill Americans. The movie portrays Yemen as 

a country where there are many who have presumably heard these audio cassettes, therefore the 

mob is shouting, throwing stones, throwing fire bombs, shooting, etc. at the American embassy 

and thus terrorizing its occupants. All the above issues are ordered to give the impression that 

A/Ms are bad people.  

 In the ambassador’s office where he was taking his important papers and putting them in 

his briefcase, the mosaics on the wall are Moroccan and not Yemeni; and the movie was shot in 

Morocco. When the embassy is shown from the air, it looks like as if it is in a small oasis in a 

desert or a village and not in a city the size of Sana’a, the capital of Yemen.  

10. The propaganda order:  

The producers of the movie showed many negative traits of A/Ms and hardly any positive 

aspect of A/M cultures. The fanatical angry shouting of the mob, the veiled women in black from 

head to toe, the noise of the firing guns, the one legged young girl with the gun, the imprisoned 

ambassador with his family, etc., are all propaganda images to showcase A/Ms negatively.  
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Since the Army unit and the guard on the roof of the embassy move away as soon as a 

unit from the Marine arrives on the roof, it gives the impression that these units are the best in 

the world.  

The commander of the Marine gives his order to fire at the mob and in less than a minute, 

there is an eerie quietness and the chaos is brought to an end. The perception is that Marines are 

highly disciplined and they do not tolerate chaos. Prior to the above scene, the movie shows the 

mob firing and the Marines taking causalities but not returning fire despite losing three of their 

men. This gives the perception of very highly disciplined Marines applying the conduct and rules 

of engagement in the utmost stressful situation and these are some of the honorable Marine (p + 

1) qualities. When the Marines are ordered by their commander to fire, the order comes from the 

Colonel (the leader of the Marines) with the following words “waste the mother fuckers.” The 

second in command questions the Colonel and he repeats the order, and in less than a minute, 83 

of the mob are dead and a hundred are seriously wounded. Prior to returning fire, there was 

complete chaos with bullet flying everywhere on the heads of the Marines but soon they return 

fire, there is devastating accuracy in eliminating the mob and within a minute, discipline and 

orders are imposed in a chaotic dark age’s society and environment. The message is simple 

‘don’t mess with the Marines’ (West) or you will be eliminated and erased or as the Colonel said 

it “waste the mother fuckers”. 

11. The association order: 

The movie associates civilian A/Ms, men, women, and children, with anger, rage, 

fanaticism, hatred, viciousness, murder and doing evil. The movie links up Arabs with 

terrorizing Westerners and both Arabs and Islam with terrorism, despite being the victims of the 

massacre. One the other hand, the movie showcases the Marines as having discipline, order, 
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considerateness, patience, bravery, professionalism, etc., despite committing the massacre of 83 

civilians.   

12. The ideological order:  

The movie shows and gives the conception that audio cassettes are everywhere on the streets of 

Yemen – and it could be argued that some viewers would expand that (by metonymy) to the 

Arab world, and that these cassette tapes are calling the people to kill Americans, but with no 

reason given. The audience, therefore, has to use its imagination and come up with a reason. The 

movie gives the intuition to the viewers that Yemenis have nothing better to do than demonstrate 

in the front of the American embassy for no reason. 

13. The critical music order: 

While the mob was shouting in front of the embassy, the music played gave the 

impression of chaos, danger, fear, uncertainty, and vagueness; and metaphorically speaking a 

dark cloud is looming overhead.  

As soon as the Marines arrived on the roof of the embassy, patriotic American Army 

music which showcases winning a war started to play and it gave the impression that we should 

consider this battle is already won even though the Marines did not fire a single shot. Within a 

few minutes of playing patriotic music the battles is won and discipline and order are brought to 

a chaotic place. 

Summary of the findings 

After having used CSOT and appliing it to analyze the three movies numerous 

perceptions were found. The perceptions that the movies give to viewers have a very wide range 

and scope that touch almost every aspect of A/Ms identities, voices, personalities, characteristics, 
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istory, geography, landscape, culture, traditions, costume, folklore, economy, stories, image, 

beliefs, habits, facial features, manners, moral codes, behavior, religion, animals, mosaics, etc. 

Below you will see some of the perceptions that I saw in the three movies and I am sure that 

there could be other perceptions that someone else could see that I did not see, but I did my best 

to record all my perceptions. If someone does not know A/Ms, which is the case with most 

Westerners and the people of the world, they will easily be fooled by these degrading images and 

think that Arabs are mean and bad people. I have managed to make a brief summary of 

perceptions for the three movies. The following five main themes have been extracted from the 

perceptions, and have many sub-themes.  

The main themes 

1. A/Ms are presented negatively  

The three movies brainwash the world that A/Ms are: savages, killers, child terrorists, 

children suicide bombers, who harm and kill innocent Westerners, child terrorists, and only way 

to reason with A/M is by killing them.  

2. A/Ms are made mute or given hybrid voices 

A/Ms are presented as mute and Ali Baba either barks like a dog or whistles like a 

parakeet. No one in his gang utters a single word with the exception of the child suicide bomber. 

The shouting mob in front of the American embassy is mute because no one can comprehend 

what they are saying. Aziz is mute, since no one listens to his grievances because he is labelled 

as a terrorist. The one legged girl is mute because the only word she said once, although she is 

seen several times, was ‘kill’. A/Ms are given hybrid voices in the three movies, and they either 
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talk with anger and cursing like Aziz in True Lies or shout and demonstrate like the mob in Rules 

of Engagement. A/Ms cannot reason or explain (Ali Baba and the mob in Rules of Engagement).  

3. Islam is presented negatively 

Islam is a religion of hate, wars and a Dark Age ideology. Both Islam and A/Ms are 

associated with terrorism. Westerners say swearwords about Allah 

4. Disinformation and negative propaganda about A/Ms and Islam 

The disinformation touches A/Ms races, culture, traditions, folklore, history, costume, 

stories, characteristics, personality, image, etc. A/Ms have oil that they don’t deserve, have no 

use for, and use their revenues for terrorism funding. A/Ms live in the desert, are primitive, 

uncivilized, dishonest, say lies, and do not have morals. A/Ms are abusers of women (Aziz slaps 

Juno and calls here a whore) and their women are covered in black from head to toe. 

5. Disinformation and positive propaganda about Westerners (Americans) 

Westerners are good people, and American Marines are elite soldiers, disciplined, brave, 

heroes, organized; they sacrifice their lives for others, and their killings are righteous.   
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

The main focus of this study is to show the orders and patterns of NS of AMIVs in three 

Hollywood movies (which span over sixty years) and relate them to ideologies of polycentric 

Western institutions in the US and abroad. I have applied 13 CSOs orders to three movies and as 

a result many perceptions were revealed, which are listed in the findings section. There were 

many similarities in the NS found in the three movies, as listed in the findings section. These 

similarities are:  

The misconstruction is ordered 

Below, I will give a sample of examples and show that the misconstruction of AMIVs in 

the three Hollywood movies is ordered and there is a pattern, and that there are orders and 

patterns not only within each movie but also across the movies. In the following paragraphs, 

research question one will be answered. The research question is:  

1. Is it possible to construct a critical semiotic order list for the misconstruction of the 

Arab/Muslim identities and voices in three Hollywood movies chosen for this research?  

As is clear from my analysis, it is possible to construct a CSO list for the misconstruction 

of the AMIVs in three Hollywood movie. I found after I applied CSOT that there are orders and 

patterns of NS of AMIVS in each of the three movies. All three movies NS the AMIVs and they 

use various multimodal social semiotic modes and resources at the disposal of movie producers.  

As shown in chapter four, AMIVs are portrayed in a negative way through many means: 

features such as the forehead, the eyes, the eye brows of Aziz in True Lies; and the long nose, 

mouth and mustache of Ali Baba in Ali Baba Bound in the faces of the A/Ms characters in the 
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movies. In addition, when Ali Baba is barking, his body is made in the shape of a body of a dog. 

One of his gang members is shown like a cat when he is climbing the wall of the fort. On the 

other hand Westerners are portrayed as having full physical capabilities and mental power of to 

showcase them as superior at all levels. For example, when the Marines were on the roof of the 

embassy while rescuing the ambassador and his family, they were hit by bullets but chose not to 

return fire initially, and that shows the mental toughness of the Marine despite their having the 

superior fire power which was displayed later. The occupations of the characters are also used to 

portray one side positively and the other side negatively. On the one hand we see that Porky Pig 

is a soldier, Harry is a CIA agent and Childers is a Colonel in the US Marines. These are some of 

the characteristics of the Western protagonists that all have careers in either the military or 

security. They are disciplined, brave and organized, and will sacrifice their lives for others. On 

the other hand, we find that Ali Baba and his gang are terrorists, Aziz and his companions are 

terrorists, and the mob is portrayed as terrorists who are firing at the Marines and the occupants 

of the American embassy. 

  Each of the three movies has its own orders and patterns of NS of AMIVs, but if we look 

across the movies, we see many orders and patterns that are shared between them. In the unifying 

themes we see that all three movies attack A/Ms’ personality, character, race and religion. The 

attack is on the very same things and issues, as if the three movies are trying to pass the same 

message and tell the same thing to the audience. If we look at the summary of the main themes, 

we see that there are more than three dozen unifying NSs across the three movies. The analysis 

and all the above evidence suggest that the producers of the three movies have similar ideologies 

because they present A/Ms and anything that is linked to them negatively and vice versa for the 

Westerners. Since the same types of NS are used in the three movies, this means that for forty 
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years Westerners have seen cartoons and movies that NS the AMIVs repeatedly (for details 

about other movies, see Shaheen, 2001).  

At the micro level the critical semiotic orders and patterns are shown in small 

microscopic modes and resources like the anger on the faces of the mob or Aziz and his 

companions or even in the “Allah-bi-dick” phrase in Ali Baba Bound. At the macro level orders 

and patterns of NS are shown by hammering AMIVs by various polycentric Western, 

individuals, institutions and governments for political and ideological agendas and as part of a 

cultural war. As I said above, the misconstruction is ordered and in the next section, I will give 

examples of another kind of misconstruction that is ordered and it is the muteness of A/Ms 

characters across the three movies.  

Muteness of Arab/Muslims 

A/Ms are presented as mute in different ways in all the three movies, and, as will be 

enumerated below, I will be using a slightly different definition of A/Ms muteness than the 

normal definitions of lacking the power of speech, as will be discussed below. 

The first type of muteness is in True Lies when Aziz states his grievances and demands 

very clearly. Aziz’s demands make sense but since Aziz is labelled as a lunatic and a mad man, 

and people do not listen to the demands of mad men because “the madman has been the one 

whose discourse cannot have the same currency as others; and his words may be considered null 

and void, having neither truth nor importance” (Foucault, 1981, p. 53). When no one listens to 

you, in a sense you are mute, and this could lead to being treated unjustly or having your 

grievances ignored and treated as worthless. 
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In many countries around the world the public is not allowed to speak about injustices or 

is not given “access” to the media or court to talk about grievances (van Dijk, 1996, p. 11). 

Innocent people are imprisoned because they either spoke about an injustice, or their opinions 

are simply muted by different elected and non-elected regimes that they live in.     

The second type of muteness is how we hear the voice of Ali Baba in Ali Baba Bound. 

He either barks like a dog or whistles like a parakeet. All his companions do not speak, with the 

exception of the child bomber who, while charging at the fort to detonate the bomb, says in an 

excited fashion ‘out of the way, out of the way’ which is a phrase used for children’s games or 

by the police to clear a crowd, etc. However, in this situation it is used out of context as a hybrid 

voice because detonating a bomb is a serious thing and not a child’s game or a simple clearing of 

a crowd.  

The third type of muteness is when we hear the mob in Rules of Engagement shouting but 

they are not understandable or comprehendible by any English or Arabic speakers and a result, 

the audience does not understand what they are saying.  

The fourth type of muteness is when the audience does not know why the mob is 

demonstrating in the first place, nor do they know, why the mob is demonstrating in front of the 

American embassy, and not in front of other embassies.  Also in Ali Baba Bound, we do not 

know why Ali Baba and his gang are attacking the army fort and this is yet another type of 

muteness.  

On the opposite side, in Ali Baba Bound, we have Porky Pig who speaks and is polite and 

what he says make sense. We also have Harry and his colleagues making sense when they speak 

in True Lies all the time; and finally we have the court room debates in Rules of Engagement, 



 

 

 

116 

which are presented in a very high intellectual manner. It is logical to say that arguments and 

debates are won by those who speak against those who are mute and voiceless in the movies.  

Muteness in the media 

In chapter one, I talked about the cooperation between Hollywood and the Bush 

administration in producing patriotic movies in order to praise the security apparatuses who were 

involved in the so-called ‘War on Terror’, and also to praise the security agencies for rescuing 

the Americans from Iran during the hostage crisis in 1979. Below, I will give more examples of 

various polycentric Western institutions that are involved in the misconstruction of AMIVs.  In 

the following paragraphs, research question two will be answered. The research question is:  

3. Is the misconstruction of AMIVs in these three Hollywood movies polycentric? What are 

the sources of the polycentric voices? 

This is my fifth year in the US as part of higher studies and I watch various programs on 

TV every day, including, especially the news. In the last five years I have seen NS of AMIVs 

hundreds of times on a reputable channel like CNN that are similar to the type of NS I found in 

the three movies. Therefore, in my opinion, different Western polycentric popular culture and 

media institutions such as Hollywood movies, cartoons, TV series, talk show programs, news 

channels, newspapers, magazines, etc. show A/Ms images and anything that is related to them 

negatively. News briefings and interviews on popular news networks by different individuals 

such as politicians, and military and security personnel repeat the same narrative and rhetoric as 

Hollywood movies. Ex-military and security news contributors for different news channels such 

as CNN sell the same negative rhetoric about A/Ms character. Some of the public also uses the 
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same racist narrative, and an example would be the comments below an article posted on Yahoo, 

and that when both the article and the comments are about A/Ms they have the same narrative. 

All these individuals and personnel (in)directly say almost the same thing repeatedly and they are 

indexing the same race and religion. Phrases such as ‘radical Islam’, ‘Muslim extremists’, 

‘extremist ideology’, ‘Muslim terrorists’ are heard repeatedly. 

There are hardly any A/Ms news contributors when the issue concerns the A/Ms. There 

are millions of A/M Americans and they come from various occupational and professional 

backgrounds such as professors, politicians, journalists, lawyers, doctors, economists, clergy and 

nearly all other professions, but their voices, opinions or articles are almost never part of the 

main stream TV channels or newspapers. Whenever there is an issue concerning A/Ms of the 

Middle East or an Islamic country, the experts and the pundits who comment about A/Ms issues 

are typically not A/Ms and hardly know A/Ms, their culture, traditions or histories.  

Muteness of US media during the Iraq invasion 

The US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 ended quickly and towards the end of 2002, 

Bush was again beating the drums of war for a new invasion and this time it was Iraq. The world 

was told by the US that Iraq had WMDs and it also has ties with the terrorists. As I said in 

chapter one, the case was made to invade Iraq to eliminate Iraq’s WMDs, and on March 19th, 

2003, Iraq was invaded by US and British forces. The world was told that the goal of the 

invasion was to find and eliminate WMDs but “there were many hidden agendas in the Bush 

administration offensive against Iraq” (Kellner, 2004, p. 14). One of the hidden agendas was 

that, in order to be re-elected, Bush wanted a significant victory to cover and divert attention 

from the failures of both national and external policy (ibid). In the above polycentric case, we see 
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two Western armies with joint ideologies and agendas invading Afghanistan and Iraq in which 

the majority of inhabitants are Muslims, by using unorthodox and bizarre pretexts and excuses to 

achieve their goals.  

Above, I have given examples of different types of muteness in the three movies but 

muteness has different faces, shapes and forms and the ones mentioned above are some types 

that take place in movies. Muteness also takes place in real life and in real institutions such as the 

US and British armed forces. A/Ms are muted in the three movies; in the Iraq invasion, American 

and British ‘embedded’ journalists were also muted. In the movies A/Ms are symbolic enemies 

but in the Iraq invasion, they were the real enemies and we can see the relationship between 

polycentric Western ideologies and agendas against A/Ms. Symbolic and real terrorist share the 

same main denominator which is being A/Ms. 

The ‘embedded’ journalists with the troops had to “sign papers agreeing to a rigorous set 

of restrictions on their reporting” and they “were indeed ‘in bed with’ their military escorts” and 

“presented exultant and triumphant accounts that trumped any paid propagandist” (Kellner, 

2004, p. 16). US networks did not show and cover the brutality and the telling accounts of the 

Iraq invasion because of the US military censor, but Arabic networks did and Al Jazeera 

championed in covering the horror of the invasion and was at the fore-front of all these networks. 

Arabic networks and independent journalists broadcast more vivid and accurate stories of the 

horror of the war.  

According to Kellner (2004, p. 17) “The military commentators on all networks provided 

little more than the Pentagon spin of the moment and often repeated gross lies and propaganda 

concerning the U.S. bombing of civilians or the checkpoint shooting of innocents.” He asserts 

that “entire networks like Fox and the NBC cable networks provided little but propaganda and 
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one-sided patriotism, as did, for the most part CNN” (Ibid). Many American politicians and 

citizens supported the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, but the “U.S. audience wanted to be in 

denial concerning the human costs of the war” (Kellner, 2004, p. 18). According to some 

sources, the Arabic channels that showed the ugly face of war became the victims and were 

muted just like the embedded journalists. On April 8, 2003, a US warplane bombed Al Jazeera's 

headquarters in Baghdad, and killed Tariq Ayoub, a correspondent with Al Jazeera. 

As I said above polycentric ideologies are as complex as a spider’s web and there are 

different participants who take part in the complex web, and one such group is the ‘expert’ 

consultants of the news networks in the US who play their roles professionally and patriotically 

for the common good. Military and security consultants are hired by news networks that have 

ties with their former employers and these news contributors, as they are called, say and repeat 

the opinion of their former employers. It is clear from the above examples that the media sided 

with Washington in the Iraq invasion. US journalists and reporters are notorious for war 

coverage and discovering major scandals; however, the above “embarrassment rarely mentioned 

on television or the mainstream press, but it was widely discussed in alternative media and the 

Internet” (Kellner, 2004, p. 11). “The mainstream news media are inherently part of a power 

structure of elite groups and institutions” (van Dijk, 1996, p. 22). A/Ms watch Hollywood 

movies and US media coverage of them and a “delivery of a more balanced, informed, and fairer 

image of Arabs is long overdue” (Merskin, 2004, p. 173). ). In this neocolonial era, there is an 

imbalance and a hegemonic flow of news. 

Hollywood and the Pentagon 
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When we see an aircraft carrier and helicopter in Rules of Engagement, and we see British made 

Harrier jets, we immediately realize that this technologically sophisticated equipment came from 

the US military and at the end of the movie, the US military (Department of Defense) are 

thanked for their help. The US Army and the Marines have provided aircraft carriers, helicopters, 

Marine uniforms and weapons for movie makers. Besides providing the heavy machinery and 

pilots, the Pentagon also provides technical advice, ideas and support for military movies. The 

Pentagon has a liaison office for cooperation with Hollywood and the US military and Marines 

are some of the official institutions that Hollywood cooperates with. In other words, they ‘scratch 

each other’s backs’ and at the time of need they help each other. The US military allows film 

makers to film bases and equipment. In Top Gun (1986) and An Officer and a Gentleman (1982) 

we see that the military allows Hollywood to shoot its military bases and camps. I have noticed 

one thing after watching dozens of Hollywood war films: namely, that the military is always 

shown positively and the soldiers are almost always portrayed as heroes. This is a clear example 

of cooperation between the two because they have a joint interest. When it comes to A/Ms, it 

seems that this joint interest has developed into joint ideologies, and crudely speaking, where the 

one kills A/Ms symbolically on the silver screen, the other kills them for real in A/M countries. 

Hollywood makes propaganda for America in general and it presents the American way 

of life as the best in the world. As a part of making propaganda for America, Hollywood 

showcases the American Army and security forces in a positive way and often they are presented 

as the best in the world. Different thoughts, points of views, beliefs, ways of life, sexualities, 

agendas, ideologies, etc. of heterogeneous Westerners are passed through the propaganda 

pipeline of Hollywood and the US media. 
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  As a summary for these sections, it is clear from the findings that the misconstruction is 

indeed ordered and many examples discussed in chapters four and five prove this. In the 

discussion section above, I gave many examples which show orders and patterns of NS of 

AMIVs in Hollywood movies and related them to ideologies and agendas of various polycentric 

Western institutions in the US. Having said the above, I have answered my two research 

questions. This will lead me to the implications of the study and recommendations for future 

research. 

Implications of the study and Recommendations for future research 

CSOT makes several claims and hypotheses that need to be theoretically and practically 

investigated. One of the claims is that positive and negative stereotyping is a part of the order of 

variation and a natural phenomenon of human interaction. A second claim that needs to be 

investigated is the superiority of the positive (p + 1) over negative (n -1) in all semiotic 

interactions. I also recommend that the remaining three hypotheses (the zero value order 

hypothesis, the chaos order hypothesis and the semiotic indices order hypothesis) of the CSOT 

be applied to different situations and investigated. The hypotheses should be practically applied 

to different interactional and non-interactional contexts. 

In the near future I will be applying CSOT to different interactional and conversational 

contexts to find microscopic semiotic orders and patterns in communicative moments and relate 

them to larger polycentric individual, institutions, ideologies, agendas, beneficiaries, winners, 

losers, etc. CSOT could also be applied to different still and moving images and discourses, not 

just movies, to find orders and patterns. Below I have thought of some situations and contexts 

that the theory could be applied to. It would be valuable to try to find microscopic semiotic 

orders and patterns in the following areas: 
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1.  News broadcasts: Types of images, narrative, guests, facial expressions, questions.  

   

2. TV and radio advertisements: The hidden messages or agendas in discourse or images.  

 

3. Documentaries: Who is being praised and who is being victimized.  

 

4. Presidential speeches: Critical analysis of the speech and discovery of hidden agendas. 

 

5. Pictures in books: Hidden messages in the pictures. 

 

6. Magazines: Whose ideologies they are selling.  

 

7. Newspapers: Hidden messages that the articles carry. 

 

8. Billboards: Who is the audience of the product they are trying to sell. 

All those who write on NS are trying to bring an injustice to people’s attention. Such 

subjects often put the researcher and the people that s/he is working with in an odd situation 

where s/he has to choose sides even if it is unconsciously. The topic I chose is socially, racially, 

politically and religiously very sensitive, which I believe did hamper me from writing more 

openly and freely. Whenever people write about injustices indices go in various directions like a 

spider’s web, which makes some people happy and others unhappy depending on which team 

you are cheering for and where your investments are. This is the price researchers pay who write 
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about injustices. I have often felt that I have been walking in a mine field while writing my 

dissertation. 
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Conclusion 

This study set out to find out whether the NS of AMIVs in three Hollywood movies was 

ordered, polycentric and related to ideologies and agendas of polycentric Western institutions. It 

was shown through the analysis of the three movies, and the findings in chapter four as well as 

the implications of the study, recommendations for future research, and discussion that followed 

in chapter five, that the NS was in fact ordered and many semiotic patterns of the orders were 

shown through a list of CSOs to press this point. The three movies covered different type of 

stories and had different type of audiences but all had the following in common: the NS of 

AMIVs, the link between A/Ms and terrorism, and the tie between Arabs and Islam. In my 

opinion, therefore, the main target of the NS of AMIVs is not Arabs per se, but Muslims and thus 

Islam. All the indices in the three movies lead to a single direction and in this case all the roads 

lead to Makkah not to Rome. 

Different Western political, religious, cultural, social, military, security, etc. institutions 

have been NS and indexing the same race and religion for some time. Many innocent people will 

die in the coming days, weeks, months and years. How many more children have to be orphaned 

or wives have to be widowed? In a civilized world it is everybody’s responsibility to make the 

world a better place for all of us. Academicians have a responsibility to champion such causes 

because it is we who educate politicians, journalists, military and security personnel, presidents, 

kings and everybody else. Today there is no more important or urgent task than to clearly 

identify and effectively counter the ideological war against A/Ms because in the long run such 

enmity is in no one’s interest. All people of the world should join hands and save the canoe of 

planet Earth from sinking because our fates are tied together. 
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