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Introduction

Audiences’ interpretations of cinematic depictions of religion and religious characters can

have major cultural, political, and societal consequences. Cultural conceptions about what it 

means to belong to a certain faith, whether well-founded or misguided, can lead to ideological 

clashes, prejudice, and even conflict. If discrimination or ill will against Christians, Muslims, or 

any other religion could be a result of the ways these religions are portrayed in film, further 

research is needed to ascertain how audiences respond to these kinds of depictions. 

Scholars in film studies and social science have produced a substantial amount of 

research regarding the depictions of religious figures in film, such as Jesus Christ. Substantially 

less research has been conducted studying fictional characters in film with religious faith. While 

it is clear that films have great power to depict the transcendent and the religious, the practical 

question emerges: where do these depictions come from, and do they matter to audiences?

Characters in film can provide a way for audiences to understand religions, and can also 

be used as a vehicle for both lionization and criticism of religion and religious people. D.W. 

Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915) portrays white-hooded members of the Ku Klux Klan, a 

white-supremacist group associated with Protestant Christianity, as the clear heroes of the 

narrative. Eighty-five years later, Joel and Ethan Coen’s O Brother Where Art Thou (2000) 

features murderous and terrifying Klansmen as some of the principal villains. Open criticism of 

religion in film is nothing new, but in a world in which religious belief is on the decline, 

caricatures and stereotypes of religious people are as prevalent as they have ever been, and many

scholars view film as a platform for dialogue about religious belief and the actions and attitudes 

of religious people.



The United States remains a majority Christian country, with roughly seven in ten adults 

identifying with some branch of Christianity in 2014, which still represents a roughly eight 

percentage point drop from 2007 (Pew, 2015). Identification with non-Christian faiths, 

particularly Hinduism and Islam, increased from 4.7% to 5.9%, while at the same time the 

number of adults describing themselves as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular” has 

increased from 16.1% to 22.8%. The drop in Christian affiliation is particularly pronounced 

among young adults, but it is occurring among Americans of all ages (Pew, 2015). Two main 

Christian branches in the U.S., Catholicism and Mainline Protestantism, have both experienced 

3% reductions in numbers since 2007, while most branches continue to become more racially 

diverse. In terms of impacts on lifestyle, research suggests that in interpersonal interactions, 

attention to health and fitness, and social and environmental concerns, religious people do not 

significantly differ from nonreligious people, at least not in the United States (Pew, 2010). 

Whenever religious characters are found in film, familiar archetypes and stereotypes 

emerge. Many of these portrayals are negative: the strict or disapproving nun (see Maria’s 

counterparts in The Sound of Music), the Muslim terrorist (see London has Fallen), the sex-

obsessed or pedofilic Catholic priest (see V for Vendetta), the overbearing or backwards 

Evangelical (see Carrie); the list goes on. Some portrayals are more positive or at least neutral, 

such as the wise Eastern-inspired spiritual guru (see Doctor Strange), the wise and kind nun or 

priest (Reverend Mother in Sound of Music, see also Hail, Caesar!). 

Also interesting to note are portrayals of religious faiths that are less mainstream and 

which audiences are likely to only encounter via the mass media. The aforementioned Ku Klux 

Klan is a quasi-religious group that audiences are generally quite unlikely to encounter in their 

everyday lives, but which have been portrayed in several films throughout the years, in both a 



positive and a negative light. Other examples of generally smaller and less often portrayed 

religious include Mormons, Episcopalians and Seventh-day Adventists, the last of which was 

embodied— mostly positively, a pacifist— in the main character of 2016’s Hacksaw Ridge. 

What are the reasons for these kinds of depictions? Does it affect how people view 

religions, and how audiences relate to people of faith? This essay will examine critical methods 

of looking at films that feature religious characters, and review previous research on the topic. 

Religious Characters and the Films they Inhabit

It is worth defining what we mean by a “religious character.” We are not discussing 

depictions of religious figures such as Jesus Christ, Buddha or Mohammed. “Religious 

character” refers to characters within the plot of a fictional film who could be described as 

“spiritual” or adhere to a particular organized religion or system of belief. In the Western 

tradition, religion is typically understood as belief in a deity in the form of God or gods and 

subsequent actions that inform a person’s lifestyle and worldview. In other traditions, such as 

Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism, systems of belief may focus more on a transcendent sense

of self, or on some impersonal, universal force that is not necessarily a god (Fielding, 2008). For 

the characters we are discussing for this research, their religious belief is an important part of 

their character that informs their actions in some way. 

Religious characters often exist within films that are primarily about religious subjects; 

for example, the murderous Opus Dei monk in The Da Vinci Code (2006) exists in a film in 

which religious themes form the crux of the story. On the other hand, characters such as 

Hollywood fixer Eddie Mannix, a Catholic, in the Coen brothers’ Hail, Caesar! (2016) exist 

within films that are not primarily focused on religion or religious topics. 



Theology through Film

Theology can be broadly defined as a way to learn about faith and religion, or a spiritual 

exercise on the part of a believer (Telford, 2005). Cinema, for better or worse, has a powerful 

ability to influence public opinion and stimulate dialogue about religion. Films are “one of the 

commonest points of discussion among people today,” and are in many ways a reflection of 

society’s values (Telford, 2005). Besides being used as a vehicle for expression and stimulating 

dialogue, film can also be a way for people to experience theology. Hurley (1970) states it 

bluntly: “Those who profess to be dedicated to religious education and theology should 

acknowledge the universality of the motion picture experience as one of the foundation stones of 

an emerging world culture.”  Similarly, Blicek’s (2012) essay summarizes its thesis in the first 

paragraph with the sentence: “[How] religion and spirituality are portrayed in the movies is 

particularly important to how we understand religion and spirituality in society.” Blicek also 

makes an interesting assertion regarding spirituality in film by concluding that “hope, 

forgiveness, justice, courage, redemption and inspiration” are “the elements of spirituality” that 

can be found in film, and can exist independently from religious themes. 

While the medium of cinema has a great power to divide audiences, it also has great 

power to unite them; Hurley cites universal truths and “a universal chord of empathy” that can 

underpin films with mass appeal; almost universally, audiences can identify with love and good 

on screen and can condemn evil. Moreover, Hurley gives several reasons why films can be seen 

as fertile ground for a new form of “world society”: the sheer amount of time people spend 

watching films, and the importance in today’s routines and culture; the “myth-making” ability of 

films to pioneer not only culturally important stories and narrative, but also change the 



“grammar” of myth itself; and lastly the fact that humans hunger for information, and films will 

continue to be a source that the public will turn to, for better or worse. Keyser and Keyser (1984)

assert that for many years during Hollywood’s Golden Age, “For many Americans, the only 

priests and nuns they would ever see closeup would be on screen; for many others, the only 

Catholic liturgy or dogma they ever confronted would be part of the Saturday matinee.” As 

mentioned previously, there are many religious traditions that audiences will likely experience 

only through film, and it matters how they are depicted. 

Kozlovic (2007) argues that films “have the power to reinforce, alter or challenge one's 

most deep-seated beliefs, values and hopes, especially via erroneous images and negative 

stereotypes,” and advocates for a more thoughtful use of film as religious pedagogy. He also 

advocates for the use of film as a method of interfaith dialogue; in this case, it is clear the author 

wishes to improve the image of Muslims in film. 

Religion and Popular Culture

The relationship between Hollywood and various religious institutions in the United 

States has been tumultuous at times, but there seems to be evidence of a trend not only towards 

dialogue between religious institutions and the film industry, but also a recognition of the power 

of films to convey religious messages. Indeed, Lyden (2009) asserts that many Christian viewers 

did not perceive cinema as a threat to Christian values early on, but rather as a way to “convey 

Christian stories and values to a wider audience in an immediate and effective way.” In the 

1920s, the morality of Hollywood was questioned and debated by prominent Christian leaders, 

especially following a string of various Hollywood scandals during that time, and although the 

relationship is often remembered as mutually antagonistic, this was not always the case. As early



as 1911, Reverend Herbert A. Jump of a Congregational church in Connecticut penned an essay 

entitled “The Religious Possibilities of the Motion Picture,” in which he reflected on the 

religious and cultural potential of the medium (Lindvall, 2009). One of his assertions was that 

stories told through film can convey religious truths in the same way the parables of Jesus could 

(Lindvall, 2009). Not all religious groups shared this view, or course; some of the more 

conservative Christian denominations such as Assemblies of God, Church of the Nazarene, the 

Free Methodist Church, and the Christian Reformed Church had, at least up until the 1980s, 

discouraged their members from watching films altogether, but later softened their positions 

(Stone, 2009).

Many of the earliest Hollywood films drew on stories from the Bible, such as From the 

Manger to the Cross (1912) and The Ten Commandments (1915). As narrative films developed 

and became more complex, religious characters became central to many plots.  Charlie Chaplin 

was one of the earliest actors to portray religious characters, such as a Protestant chaplain in The 

Pilgrim (1923). Many of the most prominent early screenwriters were religious, and films were 

often used by and in churches, in a similar way to propaganda newsreels, as some of the “most 

effective sermons” (Lindvall, 2009). Throughout the 1920s, cries for censorship came from 

church leaders, particularly Catholics and Protestant leaders, despite the motion picture industry 

hiring Presbyterian elder Will H. Hays to oversee their productions and moderate religious 

content (Lindvall, 2009). From the 1930s to the 1960s, the Catholic Legion of Decency, 

appointed by the Catholic Bishops, had a firm grip on the film industry, supported by many 

Protestant churches, at least at first. The 1930 Production Code, authored by Catholics and 

implemented by Will Hays, “forbade the ridicule of religious faith and the misrepresentation of 

ministers,” until a 1952 decision by the Supreme Court granted motion pictures the right to 



freedom of speech under the First Amendment to the Constitution. In addition to opposing sex 

and violence on-screen, the Legion of Decency also opposed negative portrayals of Catholics and

positive portrayals of Protestants (Quicke, 2009). Protestant support for Hollywood itself 

increased as the years went by, and the Legion of Decency eventually lost its grip on the US film

industry around the 1960s (Lindvall, 2009).

Lindvall (2004) argues it can be generally understood that there is a moving on the part of

religious leaders “from condemnation to dialogue” when it comes to criticizing films. Telford 

(2005), too, notes that there seems to be a consensus forming that “theology,” manifested in 

various religious institutions, and cinema should treat each other as “dialogue partners,” “neither 

seeking to denigrate the other, neither seeking to judge the other, neither seeking to dilute the 

integrity of the other by reductionism or misguided attempts at appropriation” (Telford, 2005). 

Today, the Catholic Church approaches film more as a tool with the potential to help 

audiences experience the divine, rather than as a dangerous work of the Devil. The 1960s saw a 

rise in religious-themed films produced for the expressed purpose of Christian teaching, 

particularly among Protestants, partly due to their diminished Catholic control over film content 

after that decade (Stone, 2009). The medium is still widely used today to appeal directly to 

religious audiences. Since the beginning of the 2010s, to give one example, Pure Flix, a Christian

film company currently headed by the son of a Mennonite pastor, has released a number of 

relatively high-grossing films that favorably depict Evangelical Christians, and were made with 

the expressed purpose of creating “films that uplift and inspire the human spirit and that are 

evangelistic tools for churches all over the country” (Kennedy, 2014). The evangelistic film 

Jesus (1979) is also an example of Protestant filmmaking with a clear agenda (Stone, 2009). 



Today, other media such as television and theater also feature religious characters in 

various contexts and for different reasons. Within mainstream culture, these can range from the 

often lighthearted lampooning of religion in characters such as the Evangelical Ned Flanders in 

TV’s The Simpsons (and the 2007 Simpson’s Movie), to the outright mocking of Mormon 

missionaries— and religion in general— in the Broadway musical Book of Mormon. 

Framing

For the purposes of this essay it is useful to analyze the manner in which religious 

characters are framed within films. In this case, framing does not refer to the character’s position 

within the frame of the camera— although that can also be an important consideration from an 

aesthetic perspective. Framing within the discipline of social science refers to the influence a text

can have over the human consciousness through communication of ideas. Entman (1993) 

describes framing in his seminal text on the subject: framing essentially involves selection of 

certain aspects of a “perceived reality” and changing their salience, thus promoting a particular 

problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for

the item in question. The salience aspect of framing involves highlighting certain bits of 

information, whether through “placement, repetition, or by associating them with culturally 

familiar symbols” (Entman, 1993).

Entman stresses that frames are present for the communicator, the text, and the receiver. 

Telford (2005) notes that within the discipline of film studies, these roles are analogous to the 

filmmaker, the visual images that make up the film, and the spectator. Film presents a 

compelling medium for the study of framing because there can be little, if any, feedback from the

receivers (the audience) to the communicator (the filmmaker) while the film is playing. 



Communicators use their own frames through which they view the world— sometimes 

also called schemata, which are constructed from past experiences— to shape their own 

communication, whether consciously or unconsciously. Frames allow a communicator to define 

problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgements, and suggest remedies, and aim to be 

persuasive in their morality and prescriptive qualities. At the same time that the frames draw 

attention to some aspects of reality, they simultaneously downplay others; omission can be 

almost as powerful a persuasive tool as inclusion (Entman, 1993). In Entman’s words, 

“receivers’ responses are clearly affected if they perceive and process information about one 

interpretation and possess little or incommensurable data about the alternatives.” In this context, 

the creator of a religious character may choose to emphasize or downplay certain attributes to 

craft a character that expresses a religious identity that fits with the author’s schemata. At the 

same time, the audience will apply their own schemata to the portrayal to understand how it fits 

into their worldview. The character’s dialogue, actions, and even aesthetics can influence the 

manner in which they are framed. 

To apply this theory to an example, consider the portrayal the author Victor Hugo’s 

character of Bishop Bienvenue in Les Miserables, which has been adapted for film many times 

but most recently in 2012. Based on his writings, Hugo himself was often critical of Catholicism 

and the Church, especially the associated rites and rituals, but could be described at least as a 

deist— he believed in God while eschewing organized religion, but was not openly hostile 

toward organized religious belief (Huss et al, 1886). This fact is also evident in the framing of 

Bishop Bienvenue, a sympathetic character who shows mercy to Jean Valjean, the main 

character, and sets him on a path of redemption by forgiving Valjean’s theft and challenging him

to live a moral life (Les Miserables, 2012). Hugo’s own schemata undoubtedly contributed to the



framing of this character, as it seems as though he wished to emphasize the morality of a 

religious character— his qualities of mercy and forgiveness— while making few provisions for 

the particular nuances of the character’s Catholic faith. Most audience members observing the 

actions of this character will likely be able to identify with the framing of the bishop as a 

merciful and positive character, regardless of their preconceived notions of Catholicism. 

Film Studies Perspectives

Telford (2005) identifies three main areas of thought within film criticism, each of which 

can provide at least one approach that proves relevant for the current research, which will be 

enumerated first and then expanded upon by additional literature: auteur criticism, contextual 

analysis, and spectatorship and audience research.  

In film studies, auteur criticism focuses primarily on the “author” of a film, typically the 

director, to try and ascertain and analyze their motivations (Telford, 2005). It is important to note

the author’s motivations for creating a religious character. Do filmmakers always create religious

characters to make a statement about religion? In the case of depictions of Christian characters 

on screen, for example, there is evidence to suggest that some of the most biting critiques of 

Christianity come from lapsed or former Christians, or authors who were raised in a Christian 

household (Feltmate, 2013). Although the nature of the filmmaking process means the director is

not the sole creative visionary for a film in the way the author of, say, a novel might be, it is clear

that a director’s religious worldview informs the kinds of religious characters they create (Baker,

2005). Ideally, an analysis of the filmmaker’s body of work as a whole will lead to an 

understanding of their worldview when it comes to religion— filmmakers such as Martin 

Scorsese and Ingmar Bergman are clearly influenced by their faith in their work. Hurley (1970) 



notes that filmmakers, critics, and reviewers have always offered audiences their view of the 

world, to “help the audience see something,” and to try to explain how taboo, superstition, and 

emotion “form part of the human condition.” 

Contextual studies, as their name suggests, seek to understand the context, what Mitchell 

(2009) calls the “cultural setting,” within which a film was created. The analysis and films from 

a cultural standpoint treats films “not as a discrete form of artistic practice to be judged on its 

own terms, but is another form of culture which should be analyzed in the context of wider social

structures, and wider cultural processes of power, ideology, oppression, and mystification” 

(Lyden, 2009). Understanding the public perception of a certain religion is important for 

understanding its cinematic depiction. For example, the reason so few positive portrayals of 

Protestant ministers were produced during the 1930s-60s was because of the Catholic Legion of 

Decency’s hold on the film industry. The Muslim terrorist image within US culture that is so 

often expressed in film could very well be due in part to the agenda-setting function of the mass 

media. 

Finally, audience analysis is relevant because although theorists may consider a film’s 

significance deeply, analysis is needed to determine whether the film actually has the effect on 

audiences that is theorized. Marsh (2009) discusses the need for studies to determine how the 

watching of films fits into audiences’ process and patterns of “meaning-making;” how they make

sense of the world around them. Staiger (2005) posits that there are essentially four ways that 

audiences use mass media— in this case films— in keeping with the uses and gratifications 

theory: education, reinforcement, mediation, and power relations. Marsh elaborates on these 

points. Audiences can learn about religions through films, although educational content is not 

generally the reason they watch films; moreover, “poetic license with historical data” or 



“ambiguity about the past” can be misleading to viewers (Marsh, 2009).  Alternatively, people 

may watch films with religious characters to reinforce their own existing views— which tends to

assume that a Judeo-Christian worldview is the one often being reinforced through film. In terms

of the meditative thesis, the author discusses the fact that people of almost all faiths seek out the 

emotional and aesthetic qualities of film, and that film-going can constitute an almost theological

ritual in itself. Finally, the author reflects on the power relation function of film; any film viewer 

is in some ways allowing the film to have power over them, which encourages reflection on the 

power of film to influence people. “Films cannot simply mean what viewers want them to mean, 

but interactions between viewers’ worldviews and value systems means that meaning is 

interactive and discursive” (Marsh, 2009).  Moreover, reactions to certain films may vary even 

among those of the same religious faith; for example, many Catholic bishops condemned the 

comedy film Life of Brian— which effectively rewrites the Gospels to include the tragicomic 

character of Brian— as morally offensive, while other Bishops in Australia found the film very 

humorous. Understanding the culture, and differences in sensibility, is important for 

understanding audiences and how a film will influence audiences in the real world (Malone, 

2009). 

Previous Research and Analyses

Numerous studies seek to analyze the framing of religious characters in film, the 

motivations of the creator of the character, the context within which the character was created, 

and the reactions of religious people to the characters. The majority of these studies have a 

Christian bent, likely because of Christianity’s heavy influence on Hollywood through the years 

and the importance of Christianity in U.S. cultural history. Many studies focus on the positive 



and negative aspects of certain characters, but perhaps the most useful analysis is of the common

archetypes and stereotypes associated with particular religious faiths and how pervasive those 

stereotypes continue to be in the culture at large. 

Protestants and Evangelicals

Detweiler (2009) provides a thorough survey of the image of Christianity in film from the

medium’s inception. The author traces the trajectory of portrayals of Christians through the 20th 

century, beginning with the dominance of Bible stories in the earliest days of cinema, to the 1930

Production Code that mandated positive portrayals of clergy, and beyond. The lives of the saints 

also provided ample fodder for films after 1930, such as Ingrid Bergman’s depiction of Joan of 

Arc in 1948. Audiences were skeptical of Bergman’s portrayal because of the gap between her 

“private life and her cinematic role of a saint” (Detweiler, 2009). After 1952, it became easier for

filmmakers to use film to criticise religion and religious people; Charles Laughton’s terrifying 

1955 portrayal of a villainous clergyman in Night of the Hunter comes to mind (Detweiler, 

2009). 

Rendleman (2008) classifies the post-1970 cinematic image of the American Evangelical 

into four types: the hypocritical, the psychotic, the naïve, and the insensitive. The author 

identifies these categories of depictions in order to identify “patterns of representation” of how 

Evangelicals are depicted on film, and why, and provides numerous examples and archetypes of 

the kinds of characters that embody these categories. Some of the examples of Protestant and 

Evangelical representations offered by Rendleman include the mother figure in Carrie (1976) 

who relentlessly torments her daughter, (the psychotic), earnest missionaries who lose their faith 

in At Play in the Fields of the Lord (1991) (the naïve), another flawed mother figure who is 



unable to relate to her son in The War at Home (1996) (the insensitive). An interesting theory 

purported by the author suggests that Evangelicals remain very visible within culture but the 

subculture of Hollywood lacks understanding of who they really are; perhaps because there are 

few Evangelicals working in Hollywood (but certainly not none). The historical mistrust of 

Hollywood on the part of many Evangelicals and Protestants may be part of the reason so many 

objected to many of the portrayals of their religion in film over the years. For example, although 

viewed today as a “fringe” branch of Protestantism— or perhaps people forget they were ever 

associated with Protestantism at all— the Ku Klux Klan was much more “mainstream” in the 

1920s when they objected to portrayals of their religion in the aforementioned 1923 Charlie 

Chaplin film The Pilgrim. The film framed Chaplin as a Protestant minister as a somewhat 

buffoonish character, and a Klan newspaper printed a letter to the editor which included the 

sentiment: “It is a well known fact that when a Protestant minister is shown in any manner on the

screen, it is always in a ridiculous manner, and that if a Catholic priest or rabbi is shown it is in a 

dignified manner” (Rice, 2008). This speaks to a larger attitude on the part of Protestants at the 

time that the film industry was controlled by “Jews and Catholics” (Rice, 2008). This is a case 

where contextual analysis is undeniably valuable for understanding why the negative portrayal of

a Protestant minister caused such an outcry; during that time, in many areas of the country, “the 

Klan was an established part of the local community, visiting schools or making donations 

during church services, and it was far more important and central to American culture than 

contemporary audiences may care to realise” (Rice, 2008). 

Although he did not start out as a film character, Ned Flanders is an example of an 

Evangelical character that is caricatured for the sake of laughs, and Feltmate (2013) provides a 

thorough analysis of his character and the implications of parodic religious characters.  The 



author asserts that Flanders is a satire that “contributes to ongoing political debates in the United 

States.” The sheer popularity and reach of The Simpsons seems to be, according to the author, 

reason to believe that the satires portrayed on screen can lead to legitimate debates. The 

overarching conclusion of the article seems to be that the satirizing of Flanders as an Evangelical

mocks the kind of religion that is prescriptive, and demands that people live a certain way, while 

at the same time it praises the good works and acts of morality that come from religion 

(Feltmate, 2013. 

Catholicism

Perhaps the most thorough analysis of the depictions of Catholics on film is Keyser and 

Keyser (1984), who categorize the kinds of film in which Catholics appear into the broad 

categories of the Epic Film, the Crime Drama. The Catholic Church long held substantial control

over the content of Hollywood films, so many depictions of Catholics and clergy were quite 

positive during Hollywood’s Golden Age. Bing Crosby’s depiction of Father O’Malley in Going

My Way (1944) is of a kind and sympathetic character that is one-dimensional but fondly 

remembered (Keyser, 1984). Later depictions of Catholicism paint the faith as somewhat 

mysterious, with filmmakers often emphasizing the mystical aspects of the faith. It is also no 

secret that many aspects of Catholic imagery, including Catholic sacramentals such as rosaries, 

have ventured into the “creepy” end of the spectrum and find their way into many horror films, 

such as The Exorcist (1973). Some other common archetypes that Keyser and Keyser uncover 

include the “Catholic girl” in film who is often portrayed as both virginal and sensual, and 

narratives surrounding Catholic girls and women tend to center around faith, family and 

questions of fidelity. The clergy are often depicted as hypocritical and weak-kneed, and even 



greedy; moreover, cultural Catholicism often haunts the main characters in gangster films, and is 

often present in films of this genre. 

Islam

Kozlovic (2007) provides an analysis of the representation, and the perceived 

misrepresentation, of Islam, Muslims and Arabs in cinema. The dominant image of Muslims and 

Islam in American film, especially since the September 11th, 2001 attacks, seems to have been 

negative and focused on the Muslim villain, particularly the Muslim terrorist. Ramji (2016) 

concludes that the portrayal of Islam in Hollywood is “homogenous and monolithic,” and that 

the prevalence of this kind of portrayal has created a “Western notion” of what Islam is or is not. 

Although Kozlovic considers Cecil B. Demille’s depiction of Arabs involved in the Crusades in 

his 1935 film of the same name to be somewhat positive, he notes the public’s reaction to the 

somewhat sympathetic depiction was generally negative. The author asserts that there is a kind 

of distinctive “otherness” associated with Islam in cinema, from the early days when the Middle 

East was portrayed as mysterious and exotic (the “Orient”), to the post-1970s era when Islam and

Arabs became more and more associated with terrorism. Kozlovic also observes what he calls 

the three B’s of stereotypical representations of Muslims: “billionaires, bellydancers, and 

bombers.” In an interesting secondary conclusion, the article draws a connection between images

of terrorism in film and box-office returns, suggesting that the portrayal of Muslims in this way 

is lucrative and therefore likely to continue. With Islam making up less than one percent of the 

U.S. population, but discussions about Islam impacting so much of the current political 

discourse, cinematic depictions can have real-world effects on people’s political views.



Judaism

Wright (2009) provides analysis and numerous examples of depictions of Jews and 

Judaism, and one of her conclusions is that Jewish rituals and material culture, particularly 

objects or symbols that the audience will recognize as Jewish, are used as “visual shorthand” to 

develop a Jewish character’s identity. Citing Zimmerman (2002), Wright lays out the three 

common archetypes of Jewish representation in film: the Antisemitic, characterized by a 

scheming and money-hungry character; the Old Jew, “traditional in appearance and manner but 

clever enough to outwit his foes,” and the Modern Jew who manages to fit into the modern 

society. The Jazz Singer (1927) was one of the first films to depict a character leaving Judaism 

behind in pursuit of worldly success (Wright, 2009). 

The most commonly depicted image of the Jew is within the context of the Shoah 

(Holocaust). Wright asserts that the relative lack of Jewishness depicted in these films may be a 

result of the need to appeal to a wide audience; the representation of Judaism is not the author’s 

primary motivation. Another conclusion drawn by the author that studying patterns of 

representation of Jews in film reveals a disdain for orthodoxy, as many films chronicle a 

character’s rejection of the strictness of their faith (Wright, 2009). 

Abrams (2012) focuses on the depiction of the Jew in cinema, and primarily the prevalent

stereotypes that are frequently reinforced through these narratives. These stereotypes change 

over time and are both a product of the historical context of the film and also a driver of it, 

according to the author. The book takes a historical approach and looks at the broader literary 

context of how Jews are depicted. 

Conclusion and Directions for Further Research



It is clear that the stereotypes and archetypes of religious characters in film are the result 

of a variety of factors, including the director’s worldview, the relationship of the religion to 

Hollywood historically, and the role of religion in society. It is also clear that further research 

into the origins and impact of religious characters on film is needed. To what degree are directors

influenced by previous portrayals of religious characters when creating their own? To what 

degree do cinematic depictions of religion contribute to political debates in the U.S.? Focusing 

further studies on the average moviegoer will also be critical, because for better or worse, film as

a medium is a powerful way for the public to learn about, meditate on, and criticize religious 

belief. 
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