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THE REPRESENTATION OF MUSLIMS IN AFGHANISTAN AS SEEN IN
JIRGA (2018)
By: Hasan Sholahuddin
ABSTRACT

For decades, most Western movies produces in Hollywood and Europe
generalize Muslims as terrorists who are violent and barbaric. Muslim characters
are often portrayed as one-dimensional killing machines rather than complex,
ordinary human beings. Such misrepresentations propagated by Western movies
are dangerous because the audiences worldwide may perceive these stereotypes to
be true. Interestingly, an Australian movie entitled Jirga (2018) shows a more
nuanced image of Muslims. Although Australia is geographically separate from
North America and Europe, it is considered part of the Western cultural sphere. The
researcher applies Stuart Hall's representation theory with a constructionist
approach, this research aims to examine how Jirga portrays Afghan Muslims and
why they are depicted in such a way. This research uses qualitative descriptive
methods with content analysis. The findings show that Jirga portrays Afghan
Muslims not as a single entity. There are good ordinary people, and there are
militants. Ordinary Afghan Muslims are positively depicted as religiously devout,
helpful, big-hearted, and forgiving. In contrast, Taliban soldiers are negatively
portrayed as murderous when executing hostages. These diverse representations are
shaped by the director's motives to counter negative stereotypes of Muslims. The
director tried to construct a fair, humane, and nuanced image of Afghan Muslims
amid negative stereotypes in Western movies. This research contributes to the
discourse on Muslim representation in Western cinema and highlights the
significant role of the movie producer and director.

Keywords: Movie, Muslim, Afghans, Representation
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THE REPRESENTATION OF MUSLIMS IN AFGHANISTAN AS SEEN IN
JIRGA (2018)
By: Hasan Sholahuddin
ABSTRAK

Selama beberapa dekade, sebagian besar film Barat yang diproduksi di
Hollywood dan Eropa menggeneralisasi Muslim sebagai teroris yang kejam dan
biadab. Karakter Muslim digambarkan seperti mesin pembunuh, bukan manusia
biasa. Penggambaran yang keliru seperti itu berbahaya karena penonton bisa saja
menganggapnya benar. Menariknya, sebuah film Australia berjudul Jirga (2018)
menunjukkan gambaran yang lebih bernuansa tentang Muslim. Meskipun secara
geografis terpisah dari Amerika Utara dan Eropa, Australia dianggap sebagai
bagian dari lingkup budaya Barat. Menggunakan teori representasi Stuart Hall
dengan pendekatan konstruksionis, penelitian ini bertujuan untuk melihat
bagaimana Jirga menggambarkan Muslim Afghanistan dan mengapa mereka
digambarkan sedemikian rupa. Penelitian ini menggunakan metode kualitatif
deskriptif. Temuan penelitian menunjukkan bahwa Jirga menggambarkan Muslim
Afghanistan bukan sebagai kelompok tunggal. Ada orang-orang biasa yang baik,
ada juga para militan. Muslim Afghanistan biasa digambarkan secara positif
sebagai orang yang taat beragama, suka menolong, berjiwa besar, dan pemaaf.
Sebaliknya, tentara Taliban juga sekilas digambarkan secara negatif saat
mengeksekusi sandera. Representasi yang beragam ini dibentuk oleh motif
sutradara untuk melawan stereotip negatif terhadap Muslim dan keterlibatan
penduduk asli Afghanistan dalam produksi film ini. Sutradara berusaha
membangun citra Muslim Afghanistan yang adil, manusiawi, dan bernuansa di
tengah stereotip negatif dalam film-film Barat. Penelitian ini berkontribusi pada
wacana representasi Muslim dalam sinema Barat dan menyoroti peran penting
produser dan sutradara film.

Kata kunci: Movie, Muslim, Afghans, Representasi
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of Study

As a medium of mass communication that can naturally depict socio-
cultural phenomena through audio-visual elements, movie is a very effective and
powerful tool to influence people's mindsets. According to Stuart Hall, movies are
not neutral but shaped by the ideologies of the creators and the dominant culture
and consumed within a specific cultural and historical context (2016, p. 61). The
influence of movies in shaping people's attitudes can be both positive and negative.
Thus, the potential for misrepresentation of the phenomena portrayed can be
dangerous because it can perpetuate stereotypes, discrimination, and prejudice.

In Western movies, especially in Hollywood, misrepresentation is common.
Islam is a topic that has been consistently misrepresented in the American movie
industry for a long time resulting in negative stereotypes and misconceptions about
the religion and its followers. Edward Said stated that the West, through a long
history of colonialism and imperialism, has constructed a false and distorted image
of the "Orient” (which includes the Islamic world) to justify its domination and
control over the East (1979, p. 272). Additionally, Jack Shaheen supports this
argument in his first book Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People. He
said there is a consistent pattern in depicting Arabs and Muslim figures, which
shows that more than 900 Hollywood movies from 1896 to 2000 have negative
stereotypes. Arabs and Muslims are also considered the most slandered and

stereotyped criminals in Hollywood history and portrayed as violent Killers,


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wgmEH8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HKbOAv

immoral rapists, extremists, wealthy but unintelligent individuals, and abusers of
women (2015, p. 2). Furthermore, the consistent pattern of repetitive negative
portrayals of Arabs and Muslims in movies is constructed by moviemakers. They
generalize the representation of Muslims in Hollywood films and construct an
image that all Muslims are religious fanatics, violent killers, patriarchs, and
terrorists.

The misrepresentation of Islam in Western movies remains a significant
issue, as discussed by experts such as Edward Said and Jack Shaheen. However,
Jack Shaheen, in his second book Guilty Hollywood's Verdict on Arabs after 9/11,
reviewed more than 100 Hollywood movies released after the 9/11 attacks and
concluded that Hollywood movies released after 9/11 continued to demean Arabs
and Muslims but they began to present more humanized Muslim characters.

Despite the fact that many Western movies present a negative image of
Islam, not all movies portray Islam that way. One recent movie that portrays Islam
quite humanistically is an Australian movie entitled Jirga, directed by Benjamin
Gilmour in 2018. Jirga movie is interesting to study because a journal entitled
Missing & Maligned: The Reality of Muslims in Popular Global Movies states that
Australian movies tend to portray Muslim characters in a demeaning and
stereotypical manner (Khan et al., 2021, p. 21). In addition, Jirga movie is set in
Afghanistan which has a social-cultural condition full of conflicts due to the
ongoing war, and Afghanistan's social-cultural condition is strongly influenced by
traditional values and the Islamic religion which could potentially lead to audience

bias on both issues. Therefore, Jirga movie distinguishes between ordinary


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ahaadL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GaoA5M

Muslims who align with Islamic values, rahmatan lil 'alamin, and extremist
Muslims who tend to use violence. This movie shows that most Muslims are good
people who uphold peace, while only a handful of extremist groups tarnish the
image of Islam with their radical actions. Based on the statement above, the
researcher is interested in exploring and understanding the Muslim representation
in Jirga.

The main object of analysis in this research is Jirga (2018). This Australian
movie portrays the story of Mike Wheeler, a former Australian soldier who returned
to Afghanistan intending to apologize to the family of a civilian man whom he had
killed during a mission to find a Taliban soldier who was allegedly hiding in the
Afghan village of Ghazi Gaar. On his way to the village, Mike Wheeler met several
Muslim figures, including the Islamic extremist group the Taliban.

However, this study focuses on the characters of the Taliban and Muslims
to elaborate on how the representation of Islam in Afghanistan is constructed in
Jirga. In this study, the researcher uses a constructionist approach based on Stuart
Hall's representation theory to examine how identities are constructed and presented
in the media through the meaning of language signs in movies as socio-cultural
representations. Additionally, the researcher applies movie theory to identify the
components of the movie. The researcher hopes to understand better how Jirga
portrays and depicts Muslims of Afghanistan and identify any potential biases or
stereotypes present in the movie. Therefore, this research aims to contribute to
current issues about Muslim representation in media and show different

perspectives of Muslim characters in Western movies.



1.2 Research Question
Based on the background of the study above, the researcher found a problem:
1. How is Afghanistan Muslim portrayed in Jirga?

2. Why is Afghanistan Muslim constructed in such a way?

1.3 Objective of Study
Based on the background of study and the research question, this research
aims to examine how the Jirga portrays Muslims in Afghanistan and why they are

depicted in such a way.

1.4 Significance of Study

This research is significant both theoretically and practically. Theoretically,
it aims to manifest Muslim representation by applying Stuart Hall's theory, which
can contribute to the current discourse on media representation of Islam. Moreover,
this research can serve as a reference for future studies on how Islam is represented
in Western movies released after 9/11, thus opening up new avenues for further
research. Practically, the findings of this study can be used to increase awareness
among moviemakers, producers, and the wider public about the importance of
accurate and nuanced representation of Muslims in media. Furthermore, this
research can contribute to the development of a theory of representation from a

literary perspective that is integrated and interconnected with Islamic values.



1.5 Literature Review

The researcher has yet to find any researcher who analyzes Jirga as a
research object, but the researcher has found studies that apply the same theory. The
researcher presents several reviews of previous studies that elaborate on the
representation of Muslims as seen in a Western movie and uses the theory of
representation by Stuart Hall. The researcher classifies this literature review into
two categories.

The first category is research whose material objects are Western movies
from America set in America, including “Representation of Pakistani Americans in
Kumail Nanjiani's The Big Sick movie (2019)” by Nurul Fitri Azahra from Syarif
Hidayatullah State Islamic University, “The Representation of Muslim Immigrants
in American East Movie (2008)” by Retno Dwi Wulandari, and “The
Representation of Muslims as Seen in Five Minarets in New York (2010)” by
Wibisono Yudhi Kurniawan from Sunan Kalijaga State Islamic University
Yogyakarta. These three studies discuss how Muslims in America are depicted in
American movies using a qualitative approach. However, they came to varied
conclusions regarding the representation of Muslims.

The second category is research whose material objects are Western movies
from America that are set outside of America, including “The Representation of A
Muslim Character Named Yahya lbn Umar In Robin Hood (2018)” by Farah Nailil
Izzah, “The Representation Of Moslem As Seen In Dracula Untold Movie” by
Afdika Rinaldi, and “The Representation Of Muslims And Terrorism as Seen In

Peter Berg's The Kingdom (2007)” by Nurlisna Amalia Gempita from Sunan



Kalijaga State Islamic University Yogyakarta. These three studies discuss how
Muslims are represented in different areas such as England, Ireland, and Saudi
Arabia by different movie directors.

To enrich the discussion and see the nuanced representations of Muslims in
recent Western movies, this research uses an Australian movie entitled Jirga as the

object of study. This movie has not been studied previously.

1.6 Theoretical Approach
1.6.1 Representation Theory

In this study, the researcher applies Stuart Hall's representation theory as the
main theory to answer how Islam is represented in this movie. In addition, the
researcher also applies movie theory as a supporting theory. According to Stuart
Hall, representation is a production of the concept of meaning in the mind through
language. The relationship between concepts and language describes natural
objects, people, or even events into fictional objects, people, or events (1997, p. 15).
In other words, representation refers to the process of using language and other
signifying systems to construct and exchange meanings, which connects meaning
to culture. It is a social, signifying process rather than just a reflective or intentional
act by individuals. Representation theory has three approaches.

The first is a reflective approach which explains that meaning is understood
to track objects, people, ideas, or events in real life. The second is the intentional
approach which sees that language and phenomena are used to express intentions

and have meaning for one's personality. The third is a constructionist approach that



emphasizes constructing meaning through language. In this approach, language
users cannot determine meaning in language through themselves but must be
confronted with other things to bring up what is called interpretation. Social
construction is built through social actors who use the concept system of language
culture and are combined with other representational systems (Hall , 1997, p. 24-
25).

In this study, the researcher uses the constructionist approach to analyze the
representation of Muslims in the Jirga movie. An example of the constructionist
approach in a life phenomenon is a cosmetic advertisement displaying a certain
beauty standard. The meaning of beauty displayed in the advertisement is not an
objective reflection of reality but is socially constructed and influenced by cultural
values about beauty at that time. In the constructionist approach, meaning is shaped
by language, signs, socio-cultural context, ideologies, interests, and power relations
encompassing the making of the movie. Thus, it can be understood that a
phenomenon displayed by the media is constructed and influenced by language,
signs, socio-cultural context, ideologies, interests, and power relations

encompassing the making of the movie.

1.6.2 Movie Theory

The researcher also uses movie theory as a supporting theory to find the
meaning in every scene, dialogue, and aspect of the movie. The movie theory used
in this research is the cinematography. According to Villarejo, cinematography

refers to what happens when a camera captures an image of an item.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bRDDXu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?bRDDXu

Cinematography is defined by camera distance, angle, and movements and employs
a framing method to determine what is included or excluded from the camera (2007,
p. 36). cinematography is an essential factor to consider while analyzing a movie
since it plays a crucial role in shaping the visual and emotional impact of the movie.
The cinematography in a movie involves various essential components,
such as camera, composition, shooting angles, camera movement, line of sight,
lighting, color and tone, and special effects. These components work together to
convey stories and emotions to the audience effectively. According to Villarejo, the
camera is essential in capturing the scene's visuals by selecting relevant elements
and ignoring others through framing (2007, p. 38). Framing through various shot
sizes creates different visual perspectives and levels of intimacy with the characters.
A key aspect of shot sizes is camera distance, which refers to the distance between
the camera and the subject being filmed. Villarejo outlines a range of camera
distances, each conveying specific visual dynamics:
a. Extreme Long Shot (ELS): In this shot, the camera is positioned far from
the subject, making it difficult to distinguish human figures.
b. Long Shot (LS): In a long shot, the subject (usually a person or object) is
visible, but they appear small to their surroundings.
c. Medium Long Shot (MLS): This shot frames the subject from the knees up.
d. Medium Shot (MS): In a medium shot, the camera is closer to the subject,
framing them from the waist up.

e. Medium Close-Up (MCU): This shot focuses on the subject from the chest

up.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mShg7e
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mShg7e
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AYGUtP

f. Close-Up (CU): In a close-up shot, the camera is very close to the subject,
typically capturing just the head and shoulders.

g. Extreme Close-Up (ECU): An extreme close-up shot captures a small
portion of the subject, such as the eyes, lips, or hands (2007, p. 38).
The researcher chose cinematography because of its central role in creating

rich visual meanings to analyze Muslim representation in Jirga movies.

1.7 Method of Research
1.7.1 Types of Research

The researcher used a qualitative descriptive method in this study.
Qualitative research is a type of research that involves collecting, interpreting, and
analyzing non-numerical data, such as words, images, and sounds. It is often used
to explore and understand people's experiences, perspectives, and feelings about a
particular topic (2018, p. 29) (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, p. 29). A descriptive method
is a research approach that aims to describe events, occurrences, or phenomena that
are currently happening. According to Creswell, the goal of the descriptive method
IS to provide a systematic and detailed explanation and description of the research
object (2009, p. 141). This research utilizes a qualitative descriptive method to

answer the research problems.

1.7.2 Data Sources
The primary data source of this research is the Jirga movie, taken from the

movie's scenes, events, words, and characters. In addition, the researcher also uses


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?VkS5T3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YIvixn

secondary data, which are derived from journals, books, and internet resources

related to the research topic.

1.7.3 Data Collection Techniques

The researcher uses documentation techniques to explore how Afghan
Muslims are portrayed in this movie. The researcher watched Jirga (2018)
repeatedly and searched for data related to Muslim representation by collecting
screenshots and dialogue of scenes to understand how Afghanistan Muslims are
portrayed in Jirga. In addition, the researcher also collected supporting data from
books, journals, and articles to investigate the reasons behind the specific
construction of Afghanistan Muslims in Jirga. This combination of primary and
secondary data provides comprehensive data on the representation of Muslims in

the movie.

1.7.4 Data Analysis Techniques

The researcher uses descriptive analysis techniques to analyze the data and
gain insights into the portrayal of Afghan Muslims in the movie Jirga. The
researcher comprehensively explained, interpreted, and analyzed the data using
Stuart Hall's representation with the constructionist approach. Within the
constructionist approach, there are two approaches: discursive and semiotic. In the
discursive approach, meaning is formed not through language, but through the
discourse conveyed by the moviemaker. Additionally, semiotic analysis is used to

interpret signs, symbols and cinematic codes that signify meaning about Afghan

10



Muslims. This theoretical framework enables a deep understanding of how the
portrayal of Afghan Muslims in Jirga is constructed. The next step for the
researcher is to answer the research questions and draw a conclusive understanding
of why Afghan Muslims are portrayed in a certain way. Eventually, through the
analysis process, the researcher aims to provide comprehensive answers and draw

conclusions regarding the research problem.

1.8 Paper Organization

This research is divided into four chapters. The first chapter presents the
introduction, which includes background of study, research question, objective of
study, significance of study, literature review, theoretical approach, method of
research, and paper organization. The second chapter explains the intrinsic elements
of the movie including movie summary, theme, plot, character and characterization,
setting, and point of view. The third chapter consists of research findings and
discusses the analysis of the data that has been collected. The final chapter includes

the researcher’s conclusion and suggestions.

11



CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION & SUGGESTION

3.1 Conclusion

Based on the analysis in the previous chapter, the conclusion that can be
drawn from this research is that Jirga (2018) provides a nuanced representation of
Afghan Muslims. Here Muslims are not generalized as all terrorists. There are
ordinary Muslims, who are portrayed as religiously observant, prosocial, big-
hearted, and forgiving. The movie provides scenes that humanize ordinary Afghans
with their diligent worship, selfless help, and the decision to forgive the murderer
through the Jirga traditional trial. Muslim characters and Islamic rituals are not
represented as something frightening like terrorist acts. Meanwhile, the bad image
is on the Talibans, who are technically militants. The Taliban soldiers are depicted
as murderous as they execute hostages.

This research finds that the Afghan Muslim construction in Jirga is
inseparable from the role of the director including his motives, the involvement of
Afghan natives in the production, and the social conditions of the movie set. Based
on some interviews with the director, it can be learned that the diverse
representations of Afghan Muslims in this movie is to provide a more humane
image of Afghan Muslims amidst the dominance of negative stereotypes in Western
movies. The aim is to counter the stigma of Muslims as terrorists and show the
humanist values of Afghan Muslims by separating ordinary Muslims from

extremist Muslims.
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3.2 Suggestion

The researcher suggests several things for further research to enrich the
analysis of Muslim representation in Jirga (2018). The first is a comparative
analysis by comparing the representation of Muslims in this movie with other
Western movies set in post-war Afghanistan. The second is a post-colonialism
analysis to see whether this movie represents post-colonial Afghan Muslims
differently than previous Western movies. The third is occidentalism analysis by
looking from an Eastern perspective, whether this movie can reverse Western
stereotypes of Afghan Muslims. With these various analyses, it is hoped that the
representation of Afghan Muslims in Western movies can be understood more

deeply and positively contribute to the study of Islam and Muslims in movies.
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