An Educator’s Guide 

To
The Situation

Note to the Educator

This packet is designed to provide educators with the necessary tools and for using The Situation in either high school-level or college-level curriculum.  This packet contains information on the film’s background, including a synopsis of the film, the director’s statement, and the director’s biography.  A short discussion guide will set a historical, geographic and cultural context in which to look at the conflict in Iraq.  Finally, the short exercises will provide teachers with some ideas about how to engage students in both the technical and narrative aspects of the film. Additional Internet resources pertaining to Iraq’s history and culture are also provided.
About the Film

Title: The Situation

Date: 2006

Director: Philip Haas

Screenwriter: Wendell Steavenson

Country of Production: US

Running length: 106 minutes

Language: English and Arabic, with English subtitles

Filming location: Morocco

Setting: Present day Iraq during the US occupation

Plot Synopsis

Combining elements of thriller, romance, and war movie, The Situation, set exclusively in Iraq and the first U.S. feature film to deal with the occupation, dramatizes one of the countless human stories that lie behind the headlines of the current war. When a group of American soldiers throw an Iraqi boy off a bridge in Samarra, the incident sets off a chain of events that exposes the deep rifts among the Iraqis in Samarra and results in yet another cycle of violence between the insurgents and the corrupt Iraqi police. Anna (Connie Nielsen) is an American journalist who decides to write a story about the assassination of an Iraqi leader whom she admires. At the same time, she is pulling away from a relationship with Dan (Damian Lewis), an American intelligence official who thinks the war can be won with hearts and minds, and towards Zaid (Mido Hamada), a young Iraqi photographer who shows her there are people, rather than sides, in the conflict. As she tries to make sense of the half-truths of Iraq, she gets caught up in the violence and finds her life in danger.

Characters

Anna Molyneux – a young, beautiful American journalist

Dan Murphy - an American intelligence officer and Anna's boyfriend

Zaid - a handsome Iraqi photographer, also in a relationship with Anna

Bashar - Anna's Iraqi translator

Rafeeq - one of Anna's most trusted Iraqi sources

Tahsin - the sheikh who presides over the town of Samarra, Iraq

Walid - a local Iraqi resistance leader

Duraid - an Iraqi diplomat willing to cooperate with the Americans
About the Director

Philip Haas directed Angels & Insects, starring Kristin Scott Thomas, which premiered in competition at the Cannes Film Festival and was the top-grossing U.S. independent film the year it was released. He has directed five other feature films, including The Music of Chance, starring James Spader, Mandy Patinkin, Charles Durning and Joel Grey, and Up at the Villa, with Sean Penn, Anne Bancroft, Derek Jacobi and Kristin Scott Thomas. Retrospectives of Philip Haas' documentaries (all dealing with contemporary visual artists, ranging from David Hockney to aboriginal ground painters) have been held at the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, the Film Society of Lincoln Center in New York, the Tate Gallery in London, and the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. These documentaries have also played on television throughout the world. Philip Haas was awarded a fellowship from the Guggenheim Foundation for his documentary film work.

Director's Statement

Philip Haas chose the war in Iraq as the subject of his latest project. “It struck me that if we could make a film during the U.S. occupation of Iraq that dealt with the effect of the war, both on the Iraqis and the Americans, and treat it as fiction as opposed to documentary, it could have a strong impact,” he says.

Historically, political films about wars have usually come after the fact, but Haas thought that a film about the current war “a war that is both politically charged and endlessly complex” would be immediate as well as significant in the public understanding of the occupation. “There wouldn’t be historical perspective,” he says, “but there would be a sense of urgency, and a sense that we might be able to understand what was going on even though we are in the middle of it.”

For both Haas and Steavenson, the goal was to look behind the headlines to give an accurate and dramatic take on the increasingly obscure and inaccessible situation in Iraq.  “You see the human toll, but at the same time you’re deadened by the newspaper reports,” says Haas. “You just can’t get underneath it, because you’re bombarded by information, by reporting, by the numbers of injured and the dead. You become numb to it. And so it seemed that if you actually tried to make a narrative of it, you might be able, if not to explain it, then at least to illuminate it…The feeling was that the film was accurate in terms of the US soldier’s experience in Iraq - the complexity, the uncertainty, the danger, the violence, and the lack of information.”

About Iraq

At 168,743 sq.mi (437,072 km), Iraq is comparable in size to the US state of California, and somewhat larger than.  Large parts of Iraq consist of desert, but the area between the two major rivers (Euphrates and Tigris) is fertile. The north of the country is largely mountainous, with the highest point being a 3,611 meters (11,847 ft). Iraq has a small coastline with the Persian Gulf.  The capital of Baghdad is situated in the centre of the country, on the banks of the Tigris. Other major cities include Basra in the south and Mosul in the north.  While its proven oil reserves of 112 billion barrels ranks Iraq second in the world behind Saudi Arabia, however up to 90 percent of the country remains unexplored.

Source: Wikipedia, available at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq
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Modern History

Formerly part of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq was occupied by Britain during the course of World War I; in 1920, it was declared a League of Nations mandate under UK administration. In stages over the next dozen years, Iraq attained its independence as a kingdom in 1932. A "republic" was proclaimed in 1958, but in actuality a series of military strongmen ruled the country, the latest was Saddam Hussein. Territorial disputes with Iran led to an inconclusive and costly eight-year war (1980-88). In August 1990, Iraq seized Kuwait, but was expelled by US-led, UN coalition forces during the Gulf War of January-February 1991. Following Kuwait's liberation, the UN Security Council (UNSC) required Iraq to scrap all weapons of mass destruction and long-range missiles and to allow UN verification inspections. Continued Iraqi noncompliance with UNSC resolutions over a period of 12 years led to the US-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 and the ouster of the Saddam Hussein regime. Coalition forces remain in Iraq, helping to restore degraded infrastructure and facilitating the establishment of a freely elected government, while simultaneously dealing with a robust insurgency. The Coalition Provisional Authority, which temporarily administered Iraq after the invasion, transferred full governmental authority on 28 June 2004, to the Iraqi Interim Government (IG), which governed under the Transitional Administrative Law for Iraq (TAL). Under the TAL, elections for a 275-member Transitional National Assembly (TNA) were held in Iraq on 30 January 2005. Following these elections, the Iraqi Transitional Government (ITG) assumed office. The TNA was charged with drafting Iraq's permanent constitution, which was approved in a 15 October 2005 constitutional referendum. An election under the constitution for a 275-member Council of Representatives (CoR) was held in December 2005. The CoR approval in the selection of most of the cabinet ministers on 20 May 2006 marked the transition from the ITG to Iraq's full-term government.

Source: CIA World Factbook, available at https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/iz.html
Tools for analyzing Film

Analyzing a film can be quite a challenge for students who are not familiar with the vocabulary used to discuss the moving image. There are many aspects of a film to consider, and the following information should help familiarize students and educators with film aesthetics and technique, deepening understanding of the film’s structure and meaning. 

Editing 

When talking about editing, we are referring to the techniques by which individual shots are composed, arranged and paced. The order and placement of shots is what builds the meaning in a scene. Likewise, the duration of shots and the pacing of cuts can have a very profound effect on our senses. Very short shots, like those found in today’s music videos can be energetic or frantic, whereas longer shots found in some documentaries may slow down the rhythm of a scene, making it feel more like everyday life. The types of shots used (long shot, medium shot, close-up) help focus our attention or create dramatic content.

Music and Sound 

Music may also have a great effect on dramatic content. Fast paced music can get make a scene happy or energetic, while slower music can make us feel thoughtful or calm. Natural sounds from the environment are also very important, as they can give us many clues about what is going on in a scene. Sound effects such as a gunshot or breaking glass can heighten drama.  Sound can also be used to suggest off-screen space, as we are hearing action that takes place out of the camera’s frame. The sounds of the city-- horns and whistles, or the rumble of traffic can enhance our understanding of our character’s surroundings, and hence his or her reactions to those surroundings. 

Narrative Structure 

It’s important to pay attention to the beginnings and endings of films because they contain important clues to the arc of the story.  In order to get a sense of the story line, try asking the following questions: Why does the film begin the way it does?  Why does the film conclude with a particular scene?  What is the significance of the final image, or action?  Also keep in mind that conflict is the most crucial element of a traditional three-act dramatic structure.  Stories may revolve around the actions of a single protagonist, or a group of people.  Act One almost always introduces a conflict, Act Two elaborates on it, and Act Three resolves it.

Suggested Exercise

The Situation dramatizes the Iraq occupation through fictional stories and explores its effects upon the people directly involved.  The film adds a human element to the otherwise impersonal events that the average American hears about only through news headlines.  The implications of this film are still blurry due to the current nature of the events.  It is important to think about how the director expresses these ideas through the medium of film. To help us dissect the many scenes in the film, start with these exercises.

Discussion Questions

Break up into groups of 2 or 3 and discuss some of the following questions. Have one group member write down ideas for the group. Allow 15 or 20 minutes for small group discussion and then discuss your ideas as a large group.

What is the significance of the title?  Can there be multiple interpretations?

The film begins as an Iraqi boy is accidentally drown by some American soldiers.  What effect does this event have on the tone and attitude of the film?  Why is this scene included?

The film explains little background information about the war in Iraq, yet this is the underlying conflict driving the plot of the film.  Is knowing these details important to the message of the film?  Why did the director/screenwriter choose not to include them? 

“There is no truth, you know. It’s not about locking up all the bad guys. It doesn’t work like that. There are no bad guys and there are no good guys. It’s not gray, either. It’s just that the truth shifts according to each person you talk to.” -Dan Murphy

How is this statement reinforced by the events in the film?  Do you think this is an accurate statement with respect to current events dealing with the war in Iraq?

Although the stories are fictional, do you think this film is an accurate portrayal of the war in Iraq?  Why or why not?

What filming techniques does the director use in order to make the film seem more authentic and believable?  Is this effective?  Why or why not?

Is the film more sympathetic to its American or Iraqi characters?  How so?

The love triangle between Anna, Dan, and Zaid clearly takes second priority to the wartime events in the film?  What is the purpose of this love triangle?  Would the film be the same without it?

What are some of the obstacles of being an American journalist in Iraq as shown through the film?

What do you think is the message of the film?

Did Zaid have to die in the end?  How would the film's message change if he didn't?

What do you think are the virtues of depicting the Iraqi war through film as opposed to through magazine or newspaper articles?  Through fiction versus documentary?

In the above statement the director says that he tried to create an accurate portrayal of a US soldier's experience in the war.  Was he effective?  Why or why not?

How is the American public distanced from "the situation"?  How is this shown in the film?

How is the movie affected by the viewer's lack of historical perspective on events that are still current?

How immediate is this film?  How is this film going to look in ten years?

Creative Project

Students should now have some understanding of how art in film can be used to influence our perception of reality. For this exercise, ask students to find interesting headlines or stories from the newspaper.  Have each student write a fictional movie scene based upon these stories. This scene should include the following elements:

· Characters with some connection to real life 

· A backdrop from which to view the characters and actions

· Music, lighting or color descriptions

· Specific shot ideas (close-up, wide, or medium shots)

For More information about The Situation:  
- www.shadowdistribution.com
