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Black Hawk Down (Ridley Scott, 2001) and Three Kings (David O. Russell, 1999) 

 
<<Black Hawk Down: additional information from netnomad.com.Sloyan2.html>> 

 

                        
 

       Clinton     Aidid 

 
Black Hawk Down is a very strange film, and the intention behind it is hard to read. 

Chronicling an American failure, it seems to treat it as a triumph. One is reminded of Colonel 

Oliver North, who, as someone once noticed, appeared to think that America had won the 

Vietnam War. 

 The film’s subject is the American Special Forces raid on Mogadishu, the Somali capital, 

on August 30th 1993. Owing to poor intelligence, as it seems (though it’s not clear), the 

soldiers fail in their effort to capture either the Somali warlord General Aidid, or any of his 

aides. Actually you can’t tell – some Somalis are captured towards the beginning of the 

operation, but we aren’t told who they are, or what happens to them: the film isn’t interested 

in that aspect of the story: in fact several of them were killed by Somali fire as they were 

driven out of the town, and the rest were later released. One of them turned out to be a leading 

UN relief worker. 

 What the film celebrates is the American soldiers’ comradeship, suffering, and heroism, 

irrespective of the outcome of their mission. Whatever the reason why, it’s their glory the film 

wants us to remember. The idea that there may be no glory in wasting your life in such an ill-

planned venture seems not to occur to the film-makers, any more than it did to Tennyson 

when he wrote The Charge of the Light Brigade. Someone had blundered, we can tell, 

although the film doesn’t reveal that, for example, one of the buildings the troops landed on 

from their helicopters had no-one in it. Yet, “How can their glory fade?” The rhetorical 

question misses the point now just as it did when Tennyson first put it. The only glory 

apprehensible is the glory accruing from the fact that someone made a successful film about 

your failed raid, just as Tennyson wrote a famous poem about your idiotic charge – which is 

doubtful satisfaction for the nineteen Americans killed. 

 Still more doubtful satisfaction for the one thousand-plus Somalis killed and injured, a 

third of them women and children. Their names aren’t reeled off at the end credits, as those of 

the dead Americans are. One woman is killed in the film, but that’s because she’s picked up a 

gun and is firing it. One child is seen dead. In truth things haven’t improved since 

Stagecoach: the Somalis here are as anonymous as the Indians there. Racism is built into the 

film’s very structure, as it was into the event; Somali militiamen were and are codenamed 

“Skinnies.” You have no doubt that, to the film-makers, an American life is much more 

valuable than a Somali one, if only because so much more money has been spent on his 

training. 

 “Once a bullet goes past your ear all the politics goes out of the window, and it’s just the 

guy next to you,” is the film’s safe way of ignoring hard questions. It probably seemed a good 

line at the time, and makes for economic story-telling; but if you’re dealing with an incident 

as well-documented as the Mogadishu raid, and you leave important things out, you’re asking 

for trouble. If you just glance at things and don’t give them full weight, you’re asking for 
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trouble. For example, the film acknowledges that there were UN personnel in Mogadishu – 

according to the film, they were Pakistanis, and they delayed helping. In fact there were 

French and Italians as well, and the reasons why the UN as a whole were slow in helping was 

that the Americans hadn’t told them the raid was going to happen. 

 The film is designed for people who don’t want to know such things. 

 The men and women who joined the Somali militia must have done so from necessity, or 

clan loyalty, or both: but we never know that. The men and women of Mogadishu who 

surround the soldier when he’s down, beat him up, and parade the dead body of his comrade 

shoulder-high, presumably do it because they hate Americans and what the Americans are 

doing to their town; but this is only our inference. The film does nothing to articulate their 

viewpoint. From the camera’s angle, they’re just black people yelling and threatening a white 

man. 

 Two Somalis are individually portrayed: an arms trader, and one of the militia leaders, 

and they have perhaps two minutes each. The first is cool and slimy; the second domineering 

and sarcastic. For the film, there have to be good guys and bad guys, as in ancient times for 

John Wayne, and as nowadays for George Bush jr. The ideology precludes telling the other 

half of the story – that’d spoil the effect. 

 

Ridley Scott’s direction is virtuoso. The film is as good as the last battle in Saving Private 

Ryan in making you feel what it’s like to be in an urban fire-fight, except that the Germans in 

Ryan are better shots than the Somalis here. The scenes where the helicopters crash are 

scarey: they only used CGI for the crashes, not for the endless whirling around beforehand, 

when the tail-rotors go. 

 A problem is that one American soldier in combat uniform with a shaven head is hard to 

tell from another – you need two viewings to work out who’s who. And there’s a peculiar, 

implicatory, quasi-Brechtian effect achieved by the casting: a lot of the American soldiers are 

played by British actors: Ewan MacGregor, Jason Isaacs, Orlando Bloom, and even – so the 

cast list asserts – Ioan Gruffudd, though I can’t see him. 
 Try Black Hawk Down, the video game. 

 

                           
 

                       Saddam Bush Sr. 

 

Three Kings is very different. It’s March 1991. We’re in the last stages of Operation Desert 

Storm. Saddam Hussein has been driven out of Kuwait, but has been given carte blanche by 

the Americans to do what he likes with the insurrections which have – with, as the insurgents 

thought, American encouragement – broken out at home. Lots of people who imagined the 

Americans would liberate them are being killed while American soldiers look on, helpless. 

 The army is portrayed in a way quite different from in Black Hawk Down. In that film, as 

they await the action, two soldiers play chess, while another writes and illustrates children’s 

stories. Another is a coffee connoisseur, in search of the perfect blend. In Three Kings, after 

the action’s over, the army rock and roll, get drunk, and (if they’re played by George 

Clooney) fuck furiously with lady journalists from CNN. They refer to Arabs as “Sand 

Niggers,” “Camel Jockeys,” “Rag Heads,” “Towel Heads,” and “Dune Coons”. 



 3 

 The morning after the party we see them accepting the surrender of Iraqi prisoners, and 

hey! they make them strip naked. 

 The pre-credit sequence shows us featureless flat desert from horizon to horizon: grey, 

grey, grey – not at all like in Lawrence of Arabia. An American soldier sees an Arab on a low 

mound in the distance, waving. He asks his colleagues whether they’re still shooting or not. 

No-one knows whether they’re still shooting or not. The Arab is waving a handkerchief with 

one hand while lifting a weapon in the other. The American shoots him. He and his 

colleagues run to the mound in time to see the Arab’s dying moments. It’s clear he was trying 

to surrender. Soldier turns away and winces. Rock music. Titles. 

 The comic plot starts when one prisoner, stripped naked, is found to have a map up his 

arse. It shows a village containing a hidden bunker where Saddam Hussein has concealed the 

gold which he’s stolen from Kuwait. Four soldiers (Clooney, Mark Wahlberg, Ice Cube and 

Spike Jonze) decide to hijack the gold in order to facilitate the abandonment of their day jobs. 

By the end, Clooney hasn’t got any gold, Wahlberg is traumatised, Ice Cube is wearing a tea-

towel, and Jonze is dead. 

 The tragic plot starts when they arrive at the village to find that it was until recently in the 

hands of anti-Saddam rebels, who have now been defeated, and are being tortured by 

Saddam’s men. As they emerge from the bunker with the gold, they witness a woman being 

shot in the head in front of her husband and daughter, and after a stand-off (for Clooney 

doesn’t want any shooting, and they’re desperate to get away with the gold), they break the 

ceasefire, and kill several of Saddam’s men. They’re now implicated. They’ve been forced to 

take a stand, and the gold and abandoning their day jobs must take second place to making up 

for their own government’s deficiencies. The movie plots this process of atonement: at the 

end they’ve done the right thing – and have given up the gold. 

 They’ve also got to know several Arabs by the end of the film, have witnessed and shared 

their suffering, and can no longer call them Dune Coons. One man had lived in the States, 

started up two hotels, and was nearly in the black when the war started and the Americans 

bombed his properties. Twin brothers are bald barbers, who find Jonze’s hairstyle bad. 

 The film is full of surreal images to match what it would imply was a surreal situation. In 

the bunker, before they find the gold, they’re offered a high-quality food blender. In a trunk 

which they force open, there are scores of Kuwaiti passports. On a television opposite, the 

Rodney King beating is being shown. A huge tanker containing milk comes to the village, and 

is blown apart by Saddam’s men, who have orders to let no relief supplies through. The 

village square is deluged with a sea of milk. Two figures emerge from a rocky hole in the 

ground looking like refuges from Star Wars Episode IV: they are in fact Iraqi women wearing 

gasmasks. Blackened half-corpses stick up out of the sand, unrecognisable as to nationality. 

 Wahlberg is captured and thrown into yet another bunker. There he finds a heap of 

cellphones. Picking one up, he asks the operator to put him through to Operation Desert 

Storm. She says she can’t do so without the number. He throws the phone down, picks up 

another, and phones his wife back in Detroit. He’s wired up to be tortured, and the first 

question he’s asked is, “What is wrong with Michael Jackson?” His interrogator is obsessed 

with Michael Jackson. “Michael Jackson is Pop King of sick fucking country … your sick 

fucking country make the black man hate himself just like you hate the Arab and the children 

you bomb over here.” This sequence – filmed in still close-ups – is the dark heart of the film. 

The interrogator (played by Saïd Taghmaoui, co-writer of La Haine) reveals to Wahlberg that 

his wife had had her legs crushed, and his son been killed by falling concrete, in an American 

air-raid. Wahlberg comes out with some rhetoric about the Americans being there to stabilise 

the region. In reply, his interrogator pours oil down his throat. 

 

Both Three Kings and Black Hawk Down had expert advisers, who had been on the spot, and 

who vouched for every detail. 


