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Abstract - BILAL (New Greed of Hero), an animation film produced by United Arab Emirat in 2016, awarded as the most 

inspired movie in Hollywood film industry in 2018. Ayman Jamal, Producer and Assistant Director of the Bilal movie: A New 
Breed of Hero said, Bilal bin Rabah's story was made based on a true story. The film by Barajoun Entertainment was directed 
by a British actor, Adewale Akinnuoye-Agbaje. However, this film caused a controversy in Qatar, because some people 
thought that the film which story was based on history in Islam, namely the figure of BILAL, a slave who was freed and 
became the first muezzin (Islam praying caller), and was known as a companion of the Prophet Muhammad was considered not 
in accordance with its historical reality. The producer of this film argues that inspiration drawn from history does not mean the 
same as the historical reality. This becomes an interesting point to be discussed because it can be suspected that there has been 
a commodification process in the making of this film. Film as a media, visual culture and popular culture industry in the era of 

globalization is explained as a support to prove the change of values in the commodification process in the BILAL film, which 
is used as an important power to enter the global market. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

According to Dohanews, back in 2016, this film draws 

a twitter controversy in Qatar, since the film was 

screened. Some in Qatar are calling for the banning of 

the UAE-made, feature-length animation Bilal film, 

saying it is insulting and lacks Islamic context. The 

film is based on the life of Bilal Ibn Rabah – a slave 

who was freed and became Islam‘s first Muezzin, 

inspired by one of the Prophet Muhammad‘s key 

companions.  

A hashtag #نع لم_م ي الل_ف ي_ب طر_ف  We demand)  ق
the banning of the movie Bilal in Qatar) was created, 

for bringing up the critics appear upset that the film 

lacks Islamic and historical context. This have 

spurred dozens of tweets in support of a ban, 

with some adding that they oppose any depiction of the 

Prophet or his companions.[1]. However, many more 

people disagreed with the attacks on the animation, 

since the film premiered at Ajyal film festival. For his 

part, the producer of the film recently explained that 

the film was deliberately ―inspired by a true story‖ and 

not based on the historical figure himself over 
concerns of a religious backlash.[2]. 

The arguments made by producers to the audience 

bring us to think in the context of  film industry, film as 

a popular culture where an idea or inspiration for a 

story in a film can be taken from any sources, because 

the idea is used, and then processed as something that 

has a sale value in the market. In political economy of 

commuication persepective, Mosco (2010) identified 

this process as commodification, the process of 

transforming things valued for their use into 

marketable products that are valued for what they can 

bring in exchange. Hence, the study of 
commodification in BILAL will be interesting to be 

conducted. In such a way firmer conclusions can be 

written about how has the value changed in 

commodification process in this film and whether 

Islam commodification considered as a competitive 

building element to enter the global market . In 

essence, this is a study with two broad inter-related 

themes . 

 

II. FILM AS VISUAL CULTURE 

 

Some definitions of visual culture do claim that visual 

culture simply means visual objects: `visual culture can 

be roughly defined as those material artefacts, 
buildings and images, plus time-based media and 

performances, produced by human labour and 

imagination, which serve aesthetic, symbolic, 

ritualistic or ideological-political ends, and/or practical 

functions, and which address the sense of sight to a 

significant extent'.[3]. 

The difficulty with this definition is that it can neglect 

the important notion of ways of seeing.[4]. If Nancy 

Condee's (1995: x) definition  that `visual culture is a 

process and not a thing, a particular way of perceiving 

the object and not the particular object perceived' goes 
to the other extreme and dismisses the facticity of 

visual things entirely, her emphasis on visual culture as 

a visual relation between an object and a spectator is 

crucial. Visual objects mobilize certain ways of 

seeing.[5]. 

Writers on visual culture, among others, are concerned 

not only with how images look, but how they are 

looked at. That is, they argue that what is important 

about images is not simply the image itself, but how it 

is seen by particular spectators who look in particular 

ways.[6]. Interpretations of visual images broadly 

concur that there are three sites at which the meanings 
of an image are made: the site(s) of the production of 

an image, the site of the image itself, and the site(s) 
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where it is seen by various audiences.[7]. Visual 

images are always practised in particular ways, and 
different practices are often associated with different 

kinds of images in different kinds of spaces. A cinema, 

a television in a living-room and a canvas in a modern 

art gallery do not invite the same ways of seeing. This 

is both because, let's say, a Hollywood movie, a tv soap 

and an abstract expressionist canvas do not have the 

same compositionality or depend on the same 

technologies, but also because they are not done in the 

same way.[8]. 

 

III. FILM AS POPULAR CULTURE INDUSTRY 

 
The term popular itself can be interpreted as something 

that is known and liked by many people, as agreed by 

the writer and reviewer who states that popular culture 

is "culture of the people" or "culture of the common 

people". This in turn has led cultural observers to place 

popular culture as a living culture and a series of 

cultural artifacts that can be found in the daily lives of 

ordinary people. The artifacts are in the form of films, 

television shows, clothing, transportation equipment, 

and so on. Film as one of the artifacts of popular 

culture has become a mass media industry.[9]. The 
media is reconstructing source material in various 

ways to attract audiences, influence a social 

construction and be able to create issues and form a 

particular opinion. The media has created a mass 

audience and has an influence on that audience. [10]. 

Mass media has a symbiotic relationship with popular 

culture, because those two are interdependent in a very 

strong collaboration. The popularity of a culture really 

depends on how far the mass media can be 

disseminated, and the mass media lives by exposing 

popular cultures. 

Media Studies broke with the models of ‗direct 
influence‘—using a sort of stimulus-response model 

with heavily behaviourist overtones, media content 

serving as a trigger—into a framework which drew 

much more on what can broadly be defined as the 

‗ideological‘ role of the media. This latter approach 

defined the media as a major cultural and ideological 

force, standing in a dominant position with respect to 

the way in which social relations and political 

problems were defined and the production and 

transformation of popular ideologies in the audiences 

addressed.[11]. In the context of production, the film 
industry has been established as a business industry. 

The statement has shifted the assumption of people 

who still believe that films are works of art, which are 

produced creatively and fulfill everyone's imagination 

with the aim of obtaining perfect aesthetics (beauty). 

Despite the fact that film is a work of art, the film 

industry is a business that can provide profits, serve as 

a money machine, for the sake of money, so that it has 

emerged from the artistic rules of the film itself.[12]. 

Ideas, sounds, images, and meanings about Islam 

abound in contemporary popular cultural forms 

including film, music, television, radio, comics, 

fashion, magazines, and cyberculture. Mass mediated, 

commercialized, pleasure-filled, humorous, and 
speaking for large segments of a society or community, 

popular forms and practices are central to the 

contemporary definition and meaning of Islam.[13]. 

However, this is not to say that ―popular‖ always mean 

―widespread.‖ The term ―popular culture‖ often refers 

to fringe forms of underground  culture, even if they 

are not part of the mainstream commercial culture. 

Some forms that are not widespread can be considered 

part of popular Islam. 14]. Popular Islam is part of an 

―emerging Muslim public sphere‖ that relies on using 

new media to link Muslims around common interests 

and Muslim identity politics outside institutions not 
controlled by nation-states.[15]. 

Eickelman and Anderson describe how, as the role of 

media has increased, the gatekeeper role of 

nation-states has decreased, and, as a result, more 

people have gained access to redefining Muslim 

publics. New and increasingly accessible modes of 

communication regarding the symbolic language of 

Islam has facilitated a more fragmented production of 

texts, generating new and diverse styles of 

interpretation. New media, new people, and 

―reintellectualization‖ (presenting Islamic disourse in 
accessible, vernacular terms) of Islam has broad 

implications for what gets articulated in the public 

sphere.[16]. 

 

IV. COMMODIFICATION IN 

GLOBALIZATION 

 

In Global Paradox, John Naisbitt (1994) explained that 

Globalization has a relationship with the increasing of 

linkages and dependencies between nations and 

between people around the world through trade, 

investment, travel, popular culture, and other forms of 
interaction so that the boundaries of a country become 

biased and subjective.[17].The global era gave birth to 

capitalist ideology which is an economic ideology that 

prioritizes production based on individual and private 

capital with large capital to get the maximum profit. 

Film, as one of the popular culture products, is an 

industrial product that is supported by technological 

advances, displayed in mass numbers, so that it can be 

accessed by the public without the limitations of space 

and time. Films produced under a capitalist system 

give rise to mass needs, where industry can put all 
aspects of life into a commodity that is sold 

commercially, even religion. Movies with religious 

themes can deal with momentous issues, but take the 

risk of affronting deeply held beliefs. Problems 

naturally arise when matters as sensitive and 

speculative as the activity of the Creator and the role of 

the created become entertainment marketed to mass 

audiences. Technicolor scenery, special effects, 

celebrity actors, spiced-up scripts, and other big-screen 

production values may seem disrespectful or may 

divert attention away from serious reflection.[18]. 
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On the basis of fulfilling the need for a global market, 

religion that previously had sacred values was changed 
into something that has an exchange value as a 

commodity. In marxist theory, the commodity is first 

an external object, a thing which satisfies through its 

qualities human needs of whatever kind.[19], and is 

then exchanged for something else. Adam Smith and 

classical political economy distinguished between 

products whose value derives from the satisfaction of a 

specific human want or need, i.e. use value, and those 

whose value is based on what the product can 

command in exchange, i.e. exchange value.[20]. 

The commodity is the particular form that products 

take when their production is principally organized 
through the process of exchange, which called as 

Commodification, the process of transforming use 

values into exchange values, the process of 

transforming things valued for their use into 

marketable products that are valued for what they can 

bring in exchange.[21].  Islam is commodified when 

the faith and its symbols are turned into ―a commodity 

capable of being bought and sold for profit‖.[22]. 

 

V. HOW THE COMMODIFICATION WORKS 

 
A good example is the process of turning a story that 

friends enjoy into a film or novel to be sold in the 

marketplace. How does the human act of 

communication become a product produced for a 

profit? Spatialization is the process by which mass 

media and communication technology overcome the 

constraints of geographical space. For example, 

television overcomes distance by bringing images of 

events on the globe to every part of the world. 

Moreover, companies increasingly use computer 

communication to organize business on a worldwide 

basis, thereby allowing them greater access to 
consumers, workers, technology, and capital. It also 

provides them with the flexibility to move rapidly 

when the need arises, e.g. the availability of low-cost 

or better skilled labor elsewhere. What happens when 

communications goes global and when businesses 

make use of communication to create and manufacture 

their products worldwide? The next key concept is 

structuration or the process of creating social relations, 

mainly those organized around social class, gender, 

and race. For example, political economy describes 

how access to the mass media and new communication 
technologies is influenced by social class inequalities 

that divide people according to income and wealth, 

enabling some to afford access and leaving out 

others.[23]. 

Peeling back what Marx called the ―onion skin‖ of the 

commodity‘s appearance reveals a system of 

production. There are two general dimensions of 

significance in the relationship of commodification to 

communication. First, communication processes and 

technologies contribute to the general process of 

commodification in the economy as a whole. Second, 

commodification processes at work in the society as a 

whole penetrate communication processes and 

institutions, so that improvements and contradictions 
in the societal commodification process influence 

communication as a social practice.[24]. 

Commodification refers to the process of turning use 

values into exchange values, of transforming products 

whose value is determined by their ability to meet 

individual and social needs into products whose value 

is set by their market price.[25]. This means that the 

exchange value of a specific commodity, which is in 

reality an expression of socially-necessary labour time, 

appears to be an inherent property of the commodity, 

as revealed in its market price. In part this is because 

commodity producing labour does not appear to be 
directly social as commodities are produced by 

independent individuals. As a result, labour only 

appears to be socially-necessary in the process of 

exchange, rather than in the processes of production 

and this underpins a reality of alienation.[26]. 

 

VI. DISCUSSION AND RESULTS 

 

Based on the life of the historical figure Bilal Ibn 

Rabah, an African slave who became one of the early 

followers of the Prophet Muhammad, Bilal is a 
grand-scale, fast-paced animated adaptation that is 

both empowering and inspiring in its call for social 

justice and equality. The biggest animated feature ever 

made in the Middle East, its exceptional production 

values and fetching, lifelike characters sculpted in 

computer 3D are likely to enthrall Muslim audiences 

throughout the Arab world.[27]. Respect for religion 

was a tenet of the film industry‘s self- regulatory codes 

in effect from the 1920s to the 1960s. In order to avoid 

accusations of contempt for God [28],  one of the script 

safeguards is indicating that less-than-admirable clergy 

characters had never been ordained.[29]. Although 
inspired by a true story, the story does not refer to the 

complete history of Bilal bin Rabah, given the 

potential for deviating from the history of Islam. 

Hjarvard (2008:10) argues that religion receives much 

more attention in the media, be it through film with an 

explicitly religious theme and message or 

institutionalised religion like Christianity or Islam 

through factual programmes. Hjarvard, however, 

cautions that the visibility of religion through the 

media is a reflection of the process of mediatisation of 

religion whereby religious beliefs, symbols and agency 
are influenced by the media. He argues mediatisation 

of religion entails that religion is contested and 

reasserted by the media and in the process undergo a 

transformation.[30]. 

In the case of BILAL, history in Isam religion becomes 

an idea or inspiration, which means that it is not really 

adjusted to the reality written in history, to avoid 

potential deviations in narrating the history, and to 

avoid mistakes in translating the historical writing of a 

religion into a visual product. Film as a mass media 

communication can be formed through the mechanism 

of the human mind as outlined by symbols, images, 
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conversations, according to the missions they carry to 

spread to the audience. In the context of the political 
economy of Mosco's communication, the film BILAL 

underwent a transformation of values, namely taking 

ideas or inspiration from a history in the religion of 

Islam which is used (use value) to build a character 

embodied in the BILAL figure. The film then has a role 

in constructing important characters in the past, to 

bring up people's memories as audiences, so that their 

appearance in the film has a strong position. This is 

what is used as exchange value, as an industry that has 

a market value. 

So, changes that occur from use value to exchange 

value prove the existence of a commodification 
process. Then, the industrial output in the form of the 

film is distributed to markets throughout the world as a 

popular culture that was born due to the consequences 

of globalization, since globalization that occurs is not 

just a one-way process, but allows the creation of a free 

market, ignoring the existing constraints, moving 

capital through national borders, turning in a global 

multi-media world. 

 

The entertainment industry does have an important role 

in building people's perspectives. Because, it indirectly 
is part of the value of a construction, including pop 

culture which is applied in various forms. The media, 

in this case the film, actually does not merely display 

something, but also shares a value that is socialized 

with the public. 

 

Films are able to form their own identity, made with 

careful preparation and also provide quality stories 

through good visuals and audio. In filmmaking, stories 

require a thinking process and technical processes that 

must be prepared very well. The thinking process that 

is in the form of the search for ideas, or also stories to 
be worked on. While the technical process is in the 

form of artistic skills that will turn ideas and storylines 

into a good audio visual product and ready to be 

watched. Through film, audiences can learn a lot about 

the reflection of a history, culture and also the habits of 

a nation that is not previously known. Film is also a 

powerful media for socialization and cultural 

publication. For this reason, film is understood as a 

reflection of the culture of a group that stays in a 

certain place, seen as an attempt to re-present the 

reality that already exists. 
 

However, the film‘s inspiration based on a true history 

such BILAL, has proved to be an interesting point to 

attract the  great attention from the audiences, and this 

became a competitive element dealing with the 

industry in the market place. In an effort to re-present 

the reality, of course, it will never present itself as the 

original origin as a whole. This happens because 

behind the film making process there are many 

interests that influence the final outcome of the film. 

Thus, the final representation is very difficult to be 

neutral or natural. The reality of the film that appears 

on the market is only a manipulation that aims to 

regulate the mindset of most people who watch the 
film. 
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