Discussion Questions
The Extras (Syria, 1993)

Lisa Wedeen, “Signs of Transgression,” from Ambiguities of Domination (1999)
The Extras (al-Kompars) (Syria, 1993, 100 minutes)
Director: Nabil al Maleh

Awards: Best Director Award at the 17th Cairo International Film Festival (December 1993); and the Best Actor and Best Actress awards at the 2nd Biennial of Arab Cinema in Paris (June 1994). 

Main Characters: 

Salem (Bassam Kousa) – the anxious young lover

Nada (Salmar Samy) – the other anxious young lover

Adel (Salem’s friend who loans him the apartment)

1. What is Wedeen’s main argument in this chapter? What function do jokes, parodies, and films serve in subverting or supporting the Asad regime?

2. Given the authoritarian nature of the regime, what four reasons does Wedeen give to help explain why the regime might allow these sort of critiques (such as The Extras) to exist?

3. In both The Extras and in Wedeen’s work, what role do ordinary people play in the maintenance of the regime’s power? 

4. What does the title of the film “the extras” refer to?

5. As with Terrorism and the Kebab, both the material that Wedeen presents and the film The Extras offer critiques of both state and society? What kinds of critiques are being made in these sources? Are there any quotes or moments in the film that best illustrate these critiques?
a. Who or what is imprisoning Salem and Nada in the Extras? Can they break free?

b. What are Salem and Nada afraid of?

6. What happens to society and to individuals in the systems being portrayed here? On pp. 106-107 Wedeen describes a skit in which a shop-owner gets in trouble for not properly commemorating state holidays. What consequences does this have, according to Wedeen?
7. What political import do films like The Extras have, according to Wedeen? What do you think of her argument?

Basics on Syria:

· 18 million people

· 90 % Arab, significant Kurdish minority

· About 73% Sunni Muslim, about 10% Alawite, some Shiites, etc.

· Former President Hafez al-Asad took power in a military/Baath coup in 1970. Ruled until 2000 when he died of heart disease. His son Bashar al-Asad is the new president.

· Key characteristics of the regime: secular, rural minority becomes reigning elite, reformist (economics, social), corrupt, repressive, cult of personality around Hafez al-Asad. Main institutions of state power: military, Alawite community, Baath party 

· Driving dynamics of Syrian politics: fight for independence from France; coups; conflicts with neighbors, especially Israel

