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Rights and Equality through International Law. 
  


 

Probably one of the most powerful forms of propaganda is mass media popular comedic performance - thus we must take seriously Adam Sandler's latest film, "You Don't Mess With the Zohan", which is one of the most poplar films so far of this movie-going season, and is being viewed by hundreds of thousands of people, especially young people.  Even though responding to this alert might be too late to get published, it is still valuable to write the editors to let them know about the importance of other points-of-view about the film.

 

A review of the many movie reviews written about this movie and published in the American Press shows that they found the movie commendable for doing such things as... 

 

(1)  "offering Arab or Muslim characters that are in any way divergent from the usual Hollywood stereotypes, “Zohan” is a step in the right direction" (Itzkoff, NY Times (25 May 2008)), and 

(2)  "pok(ing) fun at the Israeli characters as readily and zestily as the Arabs" (Olsen, LA Times, (6 June 2008)),  and 

(3)  making "it a point to avoid dehumanizing Zohan's Palestinian nemeses" (Lee, LA Times, 5 June 2008), and 

(4)  "I didn't want to take one side or the other, or for the movie to have an answer to the Middle East crisis... if there is a message, it's that hate is an institutional thing that's learned" ((Lee, LA Times (5 June 2008)), and

(5)  "pok(ing) fun at the Israeli characters as readily and zestily as the Arabs" (Olsen, LA Times (6 June 2008)),  and 

(6)  that "Arab(s) and Jew(s) ... share a common enemy: racists" (Rickey, Philadelphia Inquirer (6 June 2008)),  and

(7)  "make(s) a plea for an America that welcomes all, on the condition that they check their hatreds at the door", (Thompson, Philadelphia Inquirer (5 June 2008)), and 

(8)  promoting a message that is "why can't we all just get along" and "everybody can bond over enmity toward greedy real estate developers" and "predictably of the peace-and-brotherhood variety" (Olsen, LA Times (6 June 2008)), and

(9)  as well as the film's message being "anti-war, pro-peace and harmony messages" with "can't-we-all-get-along sermons" having "taught the neighborhood the value of peaceful cohabitation" (Rodriguez, Miami Herald, 6 June 2008).

 

On the other hand, some movie reviews criticized the film for only indulging in stereotypes of Israelis and Arabs and Americans:

 

"Give this much to Adam Sandler: He's an equal-opportunity bigot... In the world according to Adam, Arabs are childish, violent, stupid; Israelis are aggressive, mendacious, oversexed; white Americans are gun-crazed, violent rednecks or smarmy aristocratic businessmen/gangsters; post-menopausal women are riven with lust. And all this hatethought is expressed in support of a political argument that's no more sophisticated than "Can't we just all get along?"" (Hunter, Washington Post, (6 June 2008)).

 

But some reviews say that this stereotyping is what makes the movie work:  "The film has an ethnic or racial joke to go along with each of its can't-we-all-get-along sermons, which makes the heavy-handed and obvious speechifying go down a lot easier." (Rodriguez, Miami Herald (6 June 2008)).

 

Either way, this discussion is important for breaking the Israeli mythology that attempts to de-humanize the Palestinian people and demean their culture calling it a culture of terrorism.  

 

But by emphasizing and focusing solely on the human-relations aspect of the conflict, the movie distracts from what is probably the most important aspects of the conflict - that Israel is committing international crimes, and in fact needs to commit these crimes in order to exist.  

 

Thus, Israel can tolerate the kind of negative feedback it receives from the issues covered in this film, because they give Israel more time to conduct its illegal activities which are necessary for its survival.  Also many people believe that these activities are also done by Israel to fulfill expansionist ambitions to take over all of "Mandate Palestine" from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea.

 

Some of the most important illegal activities Israel commits are:

 

(1)  Internal State-sanctioned law-based discrimination against non-Jews, and especially against Palestinian Arabs; comes from Israel making itself a Jewish State;  violation of Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, and other Human Rights laws.

(2)  Massive violation of Human Rights when it forbade Palestinian citizens from returning to their homes following the end of fighting in 1948, and then again in 1967, and then collected a high percentage of their property and redistributed it to Jewish immigrants.  This move was required to make the Israeli Jews the demographic majority in Israel.

(3)  Violation of Family Unity laws (Geneva Conventions) with the 2003 Israeli law limiting family unification when one spouse resides in the occupied Palestinian territories and the other resides in Israel.  Israel felt this was necessary to help maintain the Israeli-Jewish population as the majority population within Israel.

(4)  It is illegal to annex territory gained by military force into yourself. as it has done with both Eastern Jerusalem and the Syrian Golan in 1967, and extra areas taken in 1948 which were not designated for the Jewish State by the UN Partition Plan. Also, many believe that the areas in the occupied territories where Israel has settled its citizens and applied Israeli law are examples of "pseudo-annexation".  Violates the Geneva Conventions IV (1949).

(5)  Illegal Population Transfer - violates the Geneva Conventions IV (1949) when it settles its own citizens on occupied Palestinian land in the settlements.

(6)  Massive Human Rights Violations - from the route of the Separation Barrier being built through the West Bank and other measures limiting movement in the West Bank.

(7)  Practice of Collective Punishment against Lebanon civilians and in the occupied Palestinian territories (most infamous are Gaza and Jenin), as per the Geneva Conventions IV (1949), and the Geneva Protocols I (1977).

 

These violations of laws have led to real suffering amongst the Palestinian people, and that is why they are in conflict with Israel.  

 

Denying the existence of these legal issues, and focusing solely on the human relations in the situation, is much like the theoretical situation wherein a thief steals your property, and then you are told to overcome your anger and become friends with him, and he still gets to keep your property that he stole from you.

 

We must remind the newspapers that these legal issues are the key to the conflict and its resolution, and that the feelings and relations between the two people discussed in Sandler's film are secondary.  If the legal issues are ignored then this undermines international law and the UN, which is supposed to develop and enforce international law, and perpetuates real suffering amongst innocent civilians.

 

Below is a sample list of major US newspapers that ran reviews of Adam Sandler's film and the contact info for writing to that newspaper.  Below that we have reprinted in this email 3 of these articles.

 

Boston Globe, "Hairy situations: With a snip here and a smack there, Adam Sandler amusingly tackles terrorism in 'Zohan'", by Wesley Morris (6 June 2008).

http://www.boston.com/ae/movies/articles/2008/06/06/hairy_situations/
Letters to the Editor - letter@globe.com
 

Chicago Tribune, "Adam Sandler back to play in another topical sandbox", by Michael Phillips (6 June 2008).

http://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/reviews/critics/chi-mess-with-zohan-0606jun06,0,1843230.story
 Letters to the Editor - ctc-tribletter@tribune.com
 

Los Angeles Times, "'Zohan' a case of art imitating life", by Nathaniel Popper (8 June 2008).

http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/reviews/movies/la-ca-zohan8-2008jun08,0,3682806.story
Letters to the Editor - letters@latimes.com
 

Los Angeles Times, "Adam Sandler's comedy is both smarter and dumber than you might expect", by Mark Olsen (6 June 2008)

http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/reviews/movies/la-et-zohan6-2008jun06,0,3013660.story
Letters to the Editor - letters@latimes.com
 

Los Angeles Times, "Sandler. Apatow. And Smigel. Of the 'Zohan' creators, he's the under-the-radar guy -- but with quite a track record of his own", by Chris Lee (5 June 2008)

http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/movies/la-et-smigel5-2008jun05,0,322141.story
Letters to the Editor - letters@latimes.com
 

Miami Herald, "He's still Sandler, only with more style", by Rene Rodriguez, (6 June 2008)

http://www.miamiherald.com/224/story/558856.html
Letters to the Editor - HeraldEd@MiamiHerald.com 

 

Miami Herald "MOVIE REVIEW: 'You Don't Mess With the Zohan'", by Donald Munro (5 June 2008).

http://www.miamiherald.com/863/story/559400.html
Letters to the Editor - HeraldEd@MiamiHerald.com 

 

New York Times, "Watch Out, He’s Packing a Blow-Dryer", by A.O. Scott (6 June 2008),

http://movies.nytimes.com/2008/06/06/movies/06zoha.html?scp=1&sq=Zohan&st=nyt
Letters to the Editor - letters@nytimes.com 

 

New York Times, "Israelis and Arabs Walk Into a Film ...", by David Itzkooff (25 May 2008).

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/25/movies/25itzk.html?_r=1&scp=2&sq=Zohan&st=nyt&oref=slogin
Letters to the Editor - letters@nytimes.com 

 

Philadelphia Inquirer, "Don't mess with Adam Sandler", by Angela Dowson, (6 June 2008).

http://www.philly.com/dailynews/features/19593524.html
Letters to the Editor - Inquirer.Letters@phillynews.com 

Philadelphia Inquirer, "'Zohan': The knee-slapping side of terrorism", by Gary Thompson (5 June 2008).

http://www.philly.com/philly/entertainment/movies/19566579.html
Letters to the Editor - Inquirer.Letters@phillynews.com 

 

Washington Post, "Nasty Stereotypes Drive 'Zohan's' Vacuous Plot", by Stephen Hunter (6 June 2008)

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/06/05/AR2008060503759.html
Letters to the editor - letters@washpost.com

 
************Begin Washington Post review*************************************************************


http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/06/05/AR2008060503759.html
 

 

HOW LOW WILL ADAM SANDLER GO?  NASTY STEREOTYPES DRIVE 'ZOHAN' VACUOUS PLOT

 

By Stephen Hunter
Washington Post Staff Writer
Friday, June 6, 2008; C05

 

 

Give this much to Adam Sandler: He's an equal-opportunity bigot.

 

In "You Don't Mess With the Zohan," he manages to stereotype pretty much everyone between the Middle East and Midwest, and I suspect he'll take care of the other half of the world in his next film.

 

In the world according to Adam, Arabs are childish, violent, stupid; Israelis are aggressive, mendacious, oversexed; white Americans are gun-crazed, violent rednecks or smarmy aristocratic businessmen/gangsters; post-menopausal women are riven with lust. And all this hatethought is expressed in support of a political argument that's no more sophisticated than "Can't we just all get along?"

 

What is it with this guy? He's so ugly. He can't stop himself from trying to find humor in the meanest kind of hostility -- it's almost a form of bullying. I was particularly offended by his willingness to draw laughs from the image of women in their 70s dolled up in tarts' costumes in order to score a hit from the Zohan. What is that about?

 

It's not like he's bravely confronting political correctness by reveling in expressing the nastiest stereotypes, it's more like he hasn't heard of political correctness and is unfamiliar with the concept of stereotypes in the first place. His mind is stuck at the 8-year-old level.

 

In "You Don't Mess With the Zohan," he plays the Zohan, a fabled Israeli special-operations hero so gifted at physical mayhem he doesn't even take a weapon into combat. This hero decides he's had enough of the fighting and decides to immigrate to America and become a hairdresser at the famous Paul Mitchell boutique. Thus he fakes his own death and vanishes. It occurs to no one that the name for such an act is desertion and it's generally not thought of as a funny thing.

 

The movie begins with his last mission, to nab a famous Palestinian bad boy and fast-falafel entrepreneur (it's that kind of movie) named the Phantom, who turns out to be the great actor John Turturro behind shades and a kaffiyeh. Am I alone in not begrudging Turturro an easy payday yet coming away depressed at the waste of such a talent? Shouldn't he be off doing Chekhov somewhere?

 

To be fair, there's some humor in the way Sandler and his pet director, Dennis Dugan, envision the Zohan as a gymnast rather than a commando, and in how they set up the movie's best sequence: his graceful passage through midair, windows and rocket-propelled grenades to bloodlessly nab the Phantom. And the charm continues for a bit: The Zohan gets to America, tries to get a job at the Mitchell boutique, and instead ends up in a neighborhood in Brooklyn that is a mini-Middle East of its own, with Palestinians on one side of the street and Jews on the other. He, of course, can find work only in a shop owned by a Palestinian woman (Emmanuelle Chriqui, the best thing by far in the picture).

 

The movie is gross but not unfunny as it covers the Zohan's rise through hair culture, aided by his steamy heterosexuality, his lack of inhibition and his stereotypical career aggressiveness, until the old ladies are lined up all the way to the Bronx for a few minutes of bliss in the Zohan chair. Meanwhile, Dalia (Chriqui) is falling in love with him, and he's made friends with some of the Israeli merchants and is bringing them to the home where he's staying.

 

Alas, at about the halfway point, someone notices that there's, er, no story being told. Too late and too busily and too annoyingly, the script clacks into low gear with a dreary subplot about vengeful if infantile Palestinian refugees (led by Rob Schneider as a taxi driver who mourns the day back in the old country when the Zohan stole his goat), a story line that ultimately involves bringing the Phantom over to America.

 

Of course the true villains in all this turn out to be a WASPy real-estate developer and his hired crew of rural Americans who like guns too much and hate homosexuals too much and don't read the New York Times. Really, isn't it time all these sloppy caricatures were laid to rest?

 

When he's not modeling his biceps (Sandler clearly bulked up for this role and enjoys acting the super-tough stud), he's showing off his showbiz connections with a batch of cameos from such luminaries as John McEnroe, George Takei and Bruce Vilanch.

 

But in the end, the movie feels as if it exists only to display the Sandler's biceps.

 


You Don't Mess With the Zohan (106 minutes, at area theaters) is rated PG-13 for sexual content and penis jokes.

************End Washington Post review*************************************************************
************Begin New York Times review************************************************************

http://movies.nytimes.com/2008/06/06/movies/06zoha.html?scp=1&sq=Zohan&st=nyt

 

WATCH OUT, HE'S PACKING A BLOW-DRYER

 

By A. O. SCOTT

New York Times
Published: June 6, 2008

 

Let me be blunt: “You Don’t Mess With the Zohan” is the finest post-Zionist action-hairdressing sex comedy I have ever seen. That it is the only one I have ever seen — and why is that? what cultural deficiency or ideological conspiracy has prevented this genre from flourishing? — does not much detract from my judgment. 

 

Directed by Dennis Dugan from a script by Judd Apatow, Robert Smigel and Adam Sandler (who also stars), “Zohan” has its share of scatology, crude sexual humor and queasy homophobia, the basic elements from which male-centered Hollywood comedies are constructed these days. There are supporting roles for stand-up comedians (Ahmed Ahmed, Nick Swardson) and “Saturday Night Live” veterans (Rob Schneider, Kevin Nealon), a few oddball cameos (Shelley Berman, Chris Rock) and exquisitely random “as themselves” appearances by John McEnroe and Mariah Carey. Why not? Less amusingly, there are also some lumpy computer-assisted special effects, an overstuffed plot and a scattering of awkwardly executed gags. But a lot of the crude bodily-function jokes are actually pretty funny, not least because they are supplemented by more hummus-based humor than you might have thought possible.

 

You might also think, as I certainly did, that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict presents a singularly unpromising source of laughs. But as Yitzhak Rabin once said, enough of blood and tears. He did not go on to propose semen, urine, shampoo or hummus as substitutes, but those are, for Mr. Dugan, Mr. Smigel, Mr. Apatow and Mr. Sandler, the substances that come most readily to hand. (So does a made-up but scarily realistic Israeli soft drink called Fizzy-Bubbeleh.) 

 

And the filmmakers spray all this stuff around in a brave and noble cause. American diplomatic efforts have so far proved inadequate to the task of bringing peace to the Middle East, but “You Don’t Mess With the Zohan” taps into deeper and more durable sources of American global power in its quest for a plausible end to hostilities. Ancient grievances and festering hatreds are no match for the forces of sex, money, celebrity and exuberant, unapologetic stupidity. 

 

Zohan (Mr. Sandler) certainly seems to think so, though he might express his views differently, and certainly with a thicker accent. A highly skilled military operative who specializes in counterterrorism, he is basically a less anguished version of the character played by Eric Bana in “Munich.” The brilliant opening sequence places him in a tableau that would bring a tear to Theodor Herzl’s eye. Whether it would be a tear of joy or dismay I will leave to more seasoned polemicists, but there is something both appealing and authentic about a vision of the Jewish state on its 60th birthday that emphasizes lithe young bodies frolicking, flirting and playing Hacky Sack on the beach. If you will it, it is no dream.

 

But only part of Zohan’s life is carefree, and it’s the other part — the job that requires heavy weapons, deadly stealth and hand-to-hand combat with a superterrorist called the Phantom (John Turturro) — that drives him into the diaspora. Zohan may have a picture of Moshe Dayan on his bedroom wall, but his real idol is Paul Mitchell, the American hair-care mogul whose outdated styles Zohan studies as if they were pages of the Talmud. He wants to stop fighting and cut “silky smooth” hair. And so, like everyone else with a dream, he migrates to New York, where he finds an entry-level job at a salon run by a pretty Palestinian named Dalia (Emmanuelle Chriqui). 

 

A romance between them seems at once inevitable and unthinkable, but the taboos that “You Don’t Mess With the Zohan” is unwilling to smash are few indeed. The movie is principally interested in establishing its main character as a new archetype in the annals of Jewish humor. He’s a warrior and also, to an extent undreamed of in the combined works of Philip Roth, Woody Allen and Howard Stern, a sexual hedonist, so utterly free of neurosis or inhibition that it’s hard to imagine him and Sigmund Freud occupying the same planet, much less the same cultural-religious tradition. 

 

Sex, for Zohan, is like hummus: there is an endless supply, and no occasion on which it could be judged inappropriate. He is always on the make, but Mr. Sandler’s natural sweetness inoculates the character against sleaziness. In his feathery ’80s haircut and loud, half-buttoned shirts, Zohan joins a long tradition, stretching back from Will Ferrell through Steve Martin to the great Jerry Lewis himself, of goofballs who mistake themselves for studs and turn out to be right.

 

The film’s image of Israelis as hopelessly behind the pop-culture curve — Zohan’s musical taste belongs to the same era as his hairdo — is itself something of an anachronism. The hip-hop-inflected Hebrew pop on the soundtrack (by Hadag Nachash) provides some evidence that real Israelis are much cooler than the ones on screen. And the willingness of the American Jewish filmmakers to mock their Middle Eastern cousins is also a subtle, unmistakable sign of cultural maturity.

 

“Subtle” and “maturity” may seem like odd words to use about a movie that wrings big laughs from pelvic gyrations, indoor Hacky Sack and filthy-sounding fake-Hebrew and -Arabic words. But much as it revels in its own infantilism, “You Don’t Mess With the Zohan” is also brazenly self-confident in its refusal to pander to the imagined sensitivity of its audience. In this it differs notably from Albert Brooks’s “Looking for Comedy in the Muslim World,” which approached some of the same topics with misplaced thoughtfulness and tact. 

 

I suppose some Middle East policy-scolds may find reasons to quarrel with “Zohan,” either for being too evenhanded or not evenhanded enough in its treatment of Israelis and Palestinians. Did I mention that it’s a comedy? Seriously, though, the movie’s radical, utopian and perfectly obvious point is that the endless collection and recitation of political grievances is not funny at all, and that political strife is a trivial distraction from the things that really matter. There is so much hummus, and so little time.

 

“You Don’t Mess With the Zohan” is rated PG-13 (Parents strongly cautioned). It is raunchy but not quite sexually explicit, and the really filthy words are either invented or foreign.

 


***************End New York review***********************************************************

***************Begin Miami Herald review*****************************************************


http://www.miamiherald.com/224/story/558856.html
 

YOU DON'T MESS WITH THE ZOHAN:  HE'S STILL SANDLER, ONLY WITH MORE STYLE

BY RENE RODRIGUEZ

Miami Herald

Friday, June 6, 2008


''A hair-homo'' is what one of the Zohan's old friends calls him after bumping into him on the streets of New York. Once revered as Israel's butchest, most unstoppable Mossad agent, Zohan (Adam Sandler) faked his own death and moved to New York, adopting the new name Scrappy Coco and setting out to fulfill his life-long dream of making people ''silky smooth.''
But after getting turned down by Paul Mitchell (''I will destroy you!'' the dejected stylist cries), Zohan ends up sweeping hair at a salon in a half-Israeli, half-Palestinian neighborhood where his old acquaintances mock him for his secret blow-drying fantasies and where the neighbors' constant fighting and arguing make him feel sadly at home.

 

Before You Don't Mess With the Zohan is over, Scrappy Coco will have taught the neighborhood the value of peaceful cohabitation, settled the score with his arch-nemesis, the Palestinian terrorist Phantom (John Turturro), met Mariah Carey and more than proven his heterosexuality by ''pleasing'' his female customers -- including Charlotte Rae, aka Mrs. Garrett from The Facts of Life.

 

To say that You Don't Mess With the Zohan is Sandler's funniest comedy to date doesn't really mean anything: Despite the huge popularity of pictures such as Happy Gilmore and Billy Madison and Sandler's box office clout, the actor has gotten rich on one of the worst oeuvres of any comedian since Jerry Lewis (there's a lesson in there somewhere).

 

This is why Zohan feels like such a surprise. Sandler, now 41, is still doing his sweet-nice guy schtick: Even though the Zohan is the baddest of bad-asses who can take down an army single-handed, catches bullet with his teeth and throws piranhas into his crotch to prove he can tolerate any pain, he also happens to be a modest, courteous lad who doesn't mess with anyone -- unless they mess with him first.

 

What's different about Zohan is the script, co-written by Sandler, Robert Smigel (Triumph the Insult Comic Dog) and Judd Apatow (Knocked Up, Superbad), works overtime to ensure the movie is more than just a premise. There are a lot of supporting characters in the film, from Lainie Kazan as one of Zohan's paramours to Rob Schneider (ugh!) as a cab driver-turned-terrorist, but director Dennis Dugan works all of them into the plot without stopping the jokes.

 

For all its anti-war, pro-peace and harmony messages, Zohan also delivers all the bad-boy antics Sandler's core audience demands. The film has an ethnic or racial joke to go along with each of its can't-we-all-get-along sermons, which makes the heavy-handed and obvious speechifying go down a lot easier. Essentially, You Don't Mess With the Zohan isn't all that different in tone and sensibility from Sandler's previous films, but he's really trying in this one, and the effort pays off. ''You don't giggle at the Zohan,'' warns one of the agent's sycophantic groupies, and he's right: You only laugh at him, heartily and constantly.

 


*************End Miami Herald review************************************************************
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