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OVERVIEW 
 
Babel is second in a trilogy (Amores Perros, Babel, and Biutiful), that explore cause-and-effect 
and the inter-relatedness of seemingingly unrelated acts, and traces the global impacts of 
triggering events. The unintended consequences of actions appear as successions of senseless, 
random, meaningless violence. Iñárritu explores the construction of meaning, and the interplay of 
emotions, explanations, and the tenuousness of life.  Babel explores the fragility of decency and 
what it means to be human. As in Amores Perros, Babel follows four separate lines of action that 
impinge upon each other, and take the individuals to crisis or turning points in their lives.  
 
CHARACTERS 
 
Abdullah              goat-herder in Morocco, who buys a high-powered sniper rifle from his neighbor 
Youssef               Abdullah’s son; experiments with the sniper rifle 
Hassan Ibrahim   sells the assault rifle to Abdullah 
Richard                man from San Diego, on vacation in Morocco, a take-charge person 
Susan                  Richard’s wife, is accidentally shot by Moroccan boys experimenting with their 
father’s newly acquired sniper rifle 
Chieko Wataya    deaf, non-verbal teen-ager in Japan, traumatized by her mother’s suicide 
Chieko’s father    has a version of the mother’s suicide that differs from Chieko’s 
Kenji Mamiya      detective in Japan 
Mike                     Richard and Susan’s son 
Debbie                 Richard and Susan’s daughter 
Amelia                 the housekeeper / nanny who takes care of Mike and Debbie while Richard and 
Susan are away 
 
THE STORY 
 
Babel has four main strains of actions and characters which are location based. The film is not 
edited in a linear chronological order. 
 
Morocco 
The story begins with an establishing long shot in the North African desert where a goatherder 
buys a sniper rifle from his neighbor in order to eliminate the jackals that have been predating the 
goats. Not knowing that it is such a powerful weapon with such a long range, Abdullah gives the 
rifle to Yussef and Ahmed, his sons.  Yusef and Ahmed are fascinated by the power of the gun, 
and they are eager to test it out. 
 
The brothers decide to test the range of the sniper gun, and they shoot distant rocks, a car on the 
highway, and finally a tourist bus. They hit the bus, and in doing so, shoot Susan Jones, traveling 
from San Diego with her husband, Richard.  
 
Ahmed and Yussef see what has happened and they hide the sniper rifle and then flee the scene. 
 
Although it was simply an accident due to adolescents playing with a ridiculously dangerous 
sniper rifle that they should never have been given, that’s not what it looks like to government 
officials, who see in it all the hallmarks of terrorism. So, the U.S. government pressures the 
Moroccan government to capture the “terrorists.” They do find Yussef and Ahmed, but instead of 
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being able to explain what happened, they are caught in a police ambush and are fired on. 
Ahmed is shot in the leg, and then in the back.  
 
The full story is not known, and all the actions have been based on conjecture and a false 
narrative. At any rate, the tragic accident with the sniper is, literally, the “triggering event” that sets 
into motion a number of threads , and all have strange outcomes.  
 
Richard/Susan 
Wealthy American tourists, Richard and Susan traveled from their home in San Diego to Morocco 
for a romantic, exotic vacation. Instead, Susan is shot as bullets come from a mysterious location 
in the mountains bordering the highway. They believe that they’re under attack by some sort of 
insurgent terrorist group. They never dream that it’s just a couple of kids playing with the sniper 
rifle their dad bought them to kill jackals.  
 
Fearing further attacks, the bus leaves. Richard arranges transportation via helicopter to 
Casablanca, the capital of Morocco, where they can obtain medical help. Susan is transported to 
a hospital and is expected to recover. Richard goes on a quest for answers.  
  
United States/Mexico 
The triggering event (ths Yussef and Ahmed playing with a sniper rifle), sets off a long chain of 
events. It affects Amelia, the nanny of Mike and Debbie. Amelia desperately wants to attend her 
son’s wedding in Mexico.  She goes to Mexico and takes Mike and Debbie with her.  
Unfortunately, she is arrested at the border. The children were left in the desert, where it is 
assumed that they died of exposure (dehydration and sun stroke). Richard is beside himself and 
threatens to press charges. Eventually, the children are found and he does not press charges. 
Amelia is deported. 
 
Japan 
In this thread, the story truly spans the globe. While the Moroccan tourist bus shooting seems to 
be the trigger for the chain of events, one could argue that what happened in Japan is the true 
origin.  Yasijuro, the father of a hearing impaired teenager, Chieko Wataya, went on a hunting trip 
in Morocco and the gun he gifted started it all. 
 
Chieko tries to seduce a teenage boy she finds attractive. He rejects her, and humiliated, she 
goes home to the high-rise apartment where she lives with her father. She encounters two police 
detectives who question her about her father. She invites one of the detectives, Kenji Mamiya, 
back with her. Incorrectly assuming that the detectives are asking about her father's involvement 
in her mother's suicide, she explains to Mamiya that her father was asleep when her mother 
jumped off the balcony and that she witnessed this herself.  
 
The detectives are actually inquiring about Yasujiro’s potential involvement in arms trafficking. 
Chieko tries to protect her father, and so approaches Mamiya nude and attempts to seduce him. 
He does not respond to the seduction. However, he comforts her as she bursts into tears. As he 
leaves the apartment, he sees Yasujiro and questions him about the rifle.  
 
Yasujiro explains that there was no arms trafficking or black market. Instead, he gave his rifle as 
a gift to Hassan Ibrahim, his hunting guide on a trip in Morocco. About to depart, Mamiya offers 
condolences for the wife's suicide. Yasujiro, however, is confused by the mention of a balcony 
and retorts that his wife shot herself. Further, Chieko was the first to discover her. 
 
THEMES 
 
The breakdown of words / language itself:      Chieko is partially deaf and has profound 
difficulties in understanding the words, and further, cannot express herself. However, her 
communication is often the most effective of all the characters in the film.  
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Randomness vs Causality:       The interconnectedness of the people and the causalities are 
not easily determined because of the distributed nature of the actions. They take place in different 
parts of the world and are seemingly completely separate dramas. However, once the disparate 
events are juxtaposed, the relationships become clear, as does an awareness that in our 
globalized world, what may seem random, actually does have a definable and recognizable 
cause or trigger.  
 
Interconnectedness:       As opposed to films that show global interconnectedness as a positive 
thing, and that globalism represents binding fibers of mutual benefit and interdependency, 
Iñárritu’s response to Thomas Friedman’s influential World Is Flat (2005) is one that takes the 
obverse side. Instead of having a supportive framework that supports the world, Iñárritu’s world is 
one where harm can come from nowhere, and the action you take today could be hurting 
someone far outside your line of sight.  
 
Existential isolation:      Within the interconnected world, which is actually quite disturbing rather 
than comforting, the individuals live lives of existential isolation. It is even more so as they realize 
that they have little or not control over their lives. Chieko is perhaps the most aware of her 
isolation, and the most resigned to it. One could argue that Amelia, the housekeeper who is 
taking care of Mike and Debbie, fights the hardest against it. Her resistance and refusal to accept 
existential isolation is represented by her determination to attend her son’s wedding in Mexico, 
even though to do so will require extreme effort and risk.  
 
The unprotectedness of childhood:      The children and adolescents in Iñárritu’s world are 
shockingly unprotected. Yussef and Ahmed are given a sniper rifle with a range of 3 km to take 
care of the minor nuisance of jackals attacking their goats. Mike and Debbi are left alone in the 
Sonoran Desert, where death by heat stroke and dehydration is assured if they do not receive 
help. Chieko is fending for herself in a perfectionistic Japan where her disabilities make her an 
object of revulsion. She is not in a nurturing environment, but instead, is further traumatized by 
the violence and self-harm in her own family.  
 
CHARACTER ANALYSIS: 
 
Richard Jones 
 
Analytical:      When Susan is shot in the tour bus, Richard, like all the others, analyzes the 
situation and assumes that they were under attack by terrorists trying to make a political 
statement against either the West or against in-fighting government factions or rebel forces.  He 
wants to understand what happened, and thus analyzes all the data he can get, and continues to 
look for more.  
 
Forgiving:     Although Amelia put Mike and Debbie in terrible danger when she went to Mexico to 
attend her son’s wedding, Richard is kind-hearted, and he forgives her. As Susan starts to talk 
about some of the challenging times in their marriage, and when she lashes out in frustration, he 
forgives her.  
 
Lost in a Labyrinth of Signs that Lead to Nowhere:      The more he digs, the more things do not 
make sense. For example, the facts of the tourist bus shooting could easily be interpreted as a 
terrorist attack. In fact, that would probably be the explanation that has the highly probability. 
However, the “least” Occam’s Razor explanation is actually the one that is true; that two young 
boys got their hands on an extremely expensive and specialized sniper rifle, and decided to 
experiment with hit. His personal business is equally aleatory and impossible to predict or control. 
He learns that one must simply recognize the conditions in the moment and do what you can to 
stay upright.  It is the existential equivalent of birling (log rolling). On the logs going down the 
river, you cannot control where the river goes, or how fast. All you can do is to try to stay upright.  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1.  Describe the way in which Richard responds to the fact that his wife has been shot, including 
the ways in which he tries to obtain help. What are some of the impediments? How are his 
communications problematized?  How does the helplessness affect his interpretation of the 
reasons for events?   
 
2.  The sniper rifle contains the literal trigger for all the different life-changing events in the film. 
Describe the way in which the sniper rifle becomes a symbol for today’s globalized world; 
specifically the way in which the tools we have are much too powerful for the intended job, and 
they are in the inexpert hands of children.  Find at least three examples and elaborate in depth.     
 
3.  Describe how clichés and stereotypes affect the people’s decisions in the movie, and the way 
they develop narratives of explanation. Include the shooting into the tour bus in Morocco, the 
journey across the border between the U.S. and Mexico, the manner that the hearing-impaired 
Chieko must communicate.      
 
 
ILLUSTRATIVE SCENES 
 

 
Publicity poster for Babel (2006) 
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Yussef and Ahmed, small boys who have been given a high-power sniper rifle to kill jackals.  
 
 

 
Chieko, remembering finding her mother after her suicide, Amelia’s son’s wedding in Mexico, 
Richard carrying his gravely injured wife, Susan, Amelia speaking to son, and Ahmed in Morocco. 
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Chieko, who wants to have a friendship with a young man she finds attractive, but is frustrated 
that he does not find her appealing, due to her inability to communicate, and her social 
awkwardness.  
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All three scenes: victims of gun violence. Ahmed and Yussef who end up with a gun that is many 
times too large for the job, Richard and Susan,  moments before she is shot by a stray bullet, and 
Chieko, who found her mother’s body after she had shot herself.  
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Amelia in the Sonoran Desert, attempting to find a way to get across the border so that she and 
her charges survive.  
 
 

 
Richard, heart-broken upon receiving the news that his children have disappeared as Amelia tried 
to bring them back across the desert on her way back from the wedding to San Diego.  


