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 My youngest sister and I share a mutual love of the late Bob Ross, the quirky, 

hippie-ish painter with the “Everyman” mentality and an afro like a cotton ball. “This is 

Artaaaaa!!!!” read the caption on a doctored photo of Ross she posted on my Facebook 

wall last month that portrayed him as King Leonidas (Gerard Butler), the Spartan ruler 

depicted in 2007’s 300, a stylized fictionalization of the Battle of Thermopylae in which 

approximately 300 Spartan soldiers (not to mention hundreds, if not thousands, more 

soldiers from other Greek city-states) took on an enormous—and amorphous—Persian 

army headed by the so-called god-king Xerxes around 480 B.C. As an adaptation of 

Frank Miller’s graphic novel of the same name loosely based on the historical event, the 

film holds water. It’s fun to watch, the cinematography is engaging—blood splattering 

about the screen like Ross’s drops of Crimson Red paint on a double-stretched canvas—

and the storyline rarely stalls or falters, however cheesy the acting and script is. Yet while 

some critics have firmly defended the film as historically accurate in the midst of 

mounting anti-“other” criticism, what many of even 300’s harshest detractors—minus 

Curt Holman—fail to acknowledge is the very contemporary and very real political and 

militaristic backdrop against which it was shot.  

 Perhaps, first of all, it’s appropriate to render some comments Miller made in 

radio interview in an appropriate context, given that they have been attacked by scholars 

and critics alike for their anti-Muslim overtones. Miller, speaking in March 2007, 
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responded—unprompted, by the way—to a question about anti-American sentiment 

abroad by referring to “the enemy” (read: people from the Middle East) as figureheads of  

the sixth century barbarism that they actually represent. These people saw 

people’s heads off. They enslave women, they genitally mutilate their daughters, 

they do not behave by any cultural norms that are sensible to us. I’m speaking into 

a microphone that never could have been a product of their culture, and I’m living 

in a city where three thousand of my neighbors were killed by thieves of airplanes 

they never could have built. (National Public Radio) 

Reasonable people would most certainly disagree with this categorization of Muslims and 

Middle Easterners as the enemy and as reprehensibly immoral. Certainly, the blanket 

tagging of them as barbarians and, to read into Miller’s words, technologically primitive 

cannot withstand scrutiny since they invented everything from the first submarine to the 

first geared clock, and even the descendant of the guitar. But Miller is a New York City 

resident—while not applauding, excusing, or agreeing with his remarks in the slightest—

likely took the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks harder than many people since he 

was there, just as I can forgive some American soldiers for abhorrent wartime actions 

against civilian populations given that I personally would not know how I would react in 

such a traumatizing situation.  

 One critic—again, one of the few to make this exact point—accurately argues in a 

largely positive review of the film that it furthers a jingoistic American mentality with 

regards to “the other,” the non-white, non-male, non-heterosexual members of society, 

both in the United States and abroad, although the crux of his review avoids this topic:  
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At a time of U.S. war in the Middle East, the film's portrayal of hawkish “white” 

Greeks against exotic Asians feels insensitive at best. You can easily imagine 300 

being used as the best military recruitment film ever, lacking only a coda like, 

‘Did you know that Persia is now called Iran? Let's invade Tehran and kick ass 

like Spartans!’ In the wrong hands, 300 could be a lethal weapon. (Holman)  

Point well taken. Our system of governance and media prioritizes ideals trumpeted in 300, 

such as freedom, justice, and reason. Filmed around when Congress was debating 

whether to ramp up troop levels in the growingly unpopular Iraq war, and when the 

violence towards American servicemen and –women was at an all-time high in that 

country, not to mention that tensions between the United States and Iran—Persia—were 

escalating, it’s easy to see how the animosities displayed in 300 could be easily construed 

as really an allegory of the apprehension the two cultures display towards one another.  

 And in the film, Persians are portrayed as antithetical to those Western ideals of 

freedom, justice, and reason. For example, the all-volunteer Spartan army is pitted against 

the Persian “endless horde”, which comes to represent throughout the film the epitome of 

“blackness.” A half-hour into the film, a scene of a dying (white) child is narrated by a 

man who says, “They came with beasts from the blackness.” Persian archer arrows are 

said to “blot out the sun,” a not-so-subtle hint that Persians—in spite of historical 

context—are the antithesis of freedom and justice. Xerxes declares, “I would gladly kill 

half my own men for victory,” indicating an anti-American ideology, particularly within 

the oft-quoted militaristic trope of “Leave no man behind.”  

 Dialogue and commentary like that are rife throughout the film. For example, 

Ephialtes, a deformed Spartan who is cast out of their society and forbidden to fight 



Pinho 4 

against the Persians because of his physical abnormalities, betrays their cause and, the 

audience is lead to believe, gives up his Western ideals in favor of harems and pleasure—

pretty explicit propaganda, in light of Koran teachings that “martyrs” will go to Heaven 

with 72 virgins. In light of Holman’s remarks,  

 Yet perhaps most telling is the fact that, in 300, when Persians die in battle, they 

are seen as faceless. When Leonidas and his followers open the movie by pitching 

Persians into what is seemingly an endless Spartan pit, the dying are displayed as 

nondescript, without human features. They are masked in obliqueness. Even when they 

are killed in battle, they are shown as the antithesis of humanity; they fly back from spear 

blows in manners that are literally physically impossible, indicating not only an “other-

ness” but also showcasing the Spartans as superior.  
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