I went to see Steven Spielberg’s Munich bracing myself for the worst.

I had already read some of the harsh criticisms of the film by reputable writers.  Leon Wieseltier of The New Republic  noted that the film was  ”soaked in the sweat of its idea of evenhandedness” and David Brooks of the Times saw Spielberg fashioning an interpretation of the Arab-Israeli conflict as “parallel peoples victimized by history and trapped in a cycle of violence.”  Samuel Freedman of the Jerusalem Post looked at Tony Kushner’s formative background in the civil rights era of the American south, and concluded that he is much more comfortable with moral absolutes, and accordingly, saw his unmistakable hand in the script rendering it insensitive to the real complexities of the Middle East.  While all these reviews also offered noteworthy criticisms, much of the uproar over Munich seems to have more to do with philosophical and political viewpoints that are mistakenly attributed to the film, which the evidence of the movie itself does not bear out. 

Yet Spielberg is being attacked for ‘selling Israel out,’ presenting an argument for moral equivalency between terrorists and counter-terrorists, and refusing to stand up for the righteousness of Israel’s response to the massacre of 11 Israeli athletes and coaches at the Munich Olympics in 1972.  The question is, are critics responding to his comments in interviews (“a response to a response doesn’t solve anything…where does it end?  how can it end?”) or to what is presented on the screen?

Having seen the movie, it seems to me that much of the criticism is misguided and some is just plain wrong.  Part of the problem is that people are taking political and philosophical statements that the two primary creators of the film, Spielberg and Kushner, have made regarding Israel, violence, the Middle East and what possible solutions might look like, and confusing these utterances with the movie. In fairness, each should be judged independently.  Whatever Tony Kushner may think about the wisdom of the enterprise known as Israel and regardless of whether or not Spielberg believes that reasonable people should just sit down and talk until they’re blue in the gills, the movie Munich should live or die on its own merits.   One can be a great or good dramatist and be politically naive.  Scrutinize Spielberg and Kushner’s political viewpoints if you like, but judge their dramatic effort on its own terms.  

Picasso once said something to the effect that ‘art is a lie that makes the truth more accessible’.  The artist’s or dramatist’s role is not to reproduce actuality, but to render and reflect reality through art.  Drama and art must perforce take certain license, or else there is no drama.  Whether or not Israeli Mossad agents really agonized over their actions, or to what degree they experienced ambivalence is really not the point.  Their self-reflection is a dramatic device that creates tension and allows for character development, without which there is no possibility of drama.  It is even arguable that the Mossad characters, most embodied by Avner, are actually metaphoric devices representing Israeli society, or modern, western democratic societies, grappling with the dilemma of how to combat terrorism (and evil) while maintaining their basic humanity, decency and very civilization.  

It surprises me that so much in the film was problematic for people.  For example, the Golda Meir character stating that every civilization finds it necessary to negotiate compromises with their own values.  Sounded like a very reasonable observation to me.  Or the suggestion that because an alleged member of Black September also had a double life as a man of letters in Europe or another had a daughter and wife in Paris that he apparently loved, that this sort of depiction debases the Mossad men’s acts of retribution. Life is complex and at times messy.  But this does not justify reading moral equivalency into the text.  The acts of terror by Black September were horrific and that horror was shown again and again in flashbacks to the slayings.  However, the grotesqueness of the slaughter of the Israeli athletes does not mean that Israel could not have made mistakes in her fully justified effort to seek justice.  The critics can’t have it both ways.  If they are demanding a strict adherence to the historical record, then they must also allow for the fact that there is general agreement that not all of the Mossad team’s killings were of men directly traceable to the Munich massacre.  

Apparently the scene on the stairway in Athens between the Palestinian Ali and Avner also caused some indignation.  For me, it was one of the strongest moments in the film.  Ali, mistaking Avner for a German, complained that the Germans (and by extension, Europeans) suffered too much from post-Holocaust guilt and therefore were too easy on the Jews.  Avner told Ali that he and his people were delusional and that they would never reclaim the land that they fantasized was theirs to return to.  Ali shot back that his people would wait, even if it took generations; a hundred years.  That the Jews waited for two millennia.  

The reason this scene worked so well was because it gave voice to two very different narratives.  We are under no obligation to buy into Ali’s version of history, but why not hear it?  I am confident enough in the righteousness of our  narrative that I see no threat in exposing Ali’s.  For me, there is no question but that Israel and the Jewish people’s narrative is by far the more compelling one.  

Avner’s mother speaks other truths which seem to make people uncomfortable.  We did, and do what we have to because, as the avuncular French father in the film says, the world has been tough on our tribe, and it is right that we are tough with that world.  And in the end, we have a homeland, which is our homeland by virtue of historical justice and our earned right to reclaim that legacy.  And we have shown again and again our willingness to compromise and share that tiny parcel of land.  We have nothing to apologize for.  And nothing to be afraid of when a filmmaker chooses to show that acting within our rights and, it may be argued duty to ourselves and our history, there are traces of ambiguity and incertitude.  That we are a self-reflective people who struggle with ethical dilemmas are marks of our humanity and should make us proud. 

Drama can stretch us, make us question our assumptions, and offer opportunities to both learn and educate.  Munich takes on a major challenge, and it is good and right that it has provoked so much controversy.  We should not forget that after but a one-day suspension of the Olympic competition following the brutal murder of 11 Israelis, the world saw fit to let the games go on.  And international cooperation at bringing the murderers (and the men behind them) to justice was not forthcoming.  The Munich massacre was a pivotal moment in world history, arguably marking the birth of modern international terrorism.  Had the world taken a firm stand and stated in no uncertain terms that such behavior was completely beyond the pale in the civilized world, things might look different today.  Instead, two short years later, Arafat was welcomed at the United Nations like a statesman and the terrorists were off and running. 

So let us maintain our critical eyes and ears, and put them to good use scrutinizing the actions and inactions that mark our times.  And let us also use a fairer lens when scrutinizing a dramatic effort that’s only claim on history is that it is ‘inspired by actual events.’

