Watch any one film from Frank Capra’s Why We Fight Series. Pick other recent movie. Compare the two films. What techniques/devices are used? What are the messages/the “truth”/ the ideology? What do the “good/our” side and “evil/their” side represent?

Comparing the films Frank Capra’s “Why We Fight #1- Prelude to War” (1942) and the second James Bond movie, “From Russia With Love” (1963).


“Why We Fight” is a documentary made by Frank Capra on the request of General C. Marshall. The objective was to motivate Americans to join in the war as well as to boost morale. It also intended to teach loyalty, to educate the public about the military goals and current affairs. “From Russia With Love”, on the other hand, is a typical James Bond movie, in which its main intent is to entertain the masses. However, it still has some aspects of propaganda usage within it. It is essentially portraying the British, with her smart and daring agent 007, as the people who eventually outsmart everyone else, notably the Russians.


The main difference between these two films is the way in which the message that the film- makers wished to send out to the audience. In “Why We Fight”, it is a documentary meant to educate specifically the reasons as to why the war occurred, hence it spells out the message directly. It wants to elicit action from American men to join in the war to keep the peace in their own country. “From Russia With Love”, on the other hand, it is not meant to be a film to educate the masses about who is the smarter or stronger country. It instead, indirectly influences the audience’s attitudes towards the British and the Russians by portraying them differently, with the British being smart and classy, while the Russians being cunning and crude. Thus, audiences may be more receptive to the Bond movie as they do not see it as an attempt to try to change their attitudes or beliefs directly. However, towards the Capra film, they may see it as trying to influence them to join in the war hence they may be resistant to the message. 


In addition, as Capra’s film is an outright documentary on the topic of “Why We Fight”, the propaganda techniques are easier to identify than the second instalment of the Bond movie, which may be concealing its intent under the screen of entertainment. Propaganda is defined by Lasswell to be the “technique of influencing human action by the manipulation of representations- spoken, written, pictorial or music”. Several propaganda techniques have been employed in these two films. These techniques contribute to the message or ideology that the film intended to send out to the audience. These techniques also influence the audience’s perception of the world in these two films.


Name calling is especially used in “Prelude to War” to convey the rather negative image that Capra wanted to send to the audience. For instance, he called the Japanese “buck-toothed” and termed their troops to be “sinister forms of secret societies”. The Axis powers were also termed to be the “slave world”, where freedom was “[killed]”. He said that there was “trouble in the three faces” of the leaders of Germany, Italy and Japan.


As contrasted to that, Capra, using glittering generalities, termed the United States as the “free world”, with people “fighting, living and dying for freedom”. He represented this world with a white planet and the slave world with a black one. The colour white and black are commonly associated with good and evil respectively. This, according to Lasswell, is a propaganda technique as it uses “pictorial” representations to try to influence people’s attitudes, particularly the Americans, towards the Axis powers as well as towards the United States. 

In “From Russia With Love”, name calling is also employed. James Bond, for instance, was called a “bloody fool”, “old man” as well as a “wolf”. The Bulgarians in the movie were not spared either, they were called “stinking” and that they “[killed] for pleasure”. Even the capital of Turkey, Istanbul, was called a “rough town”. The gypsies were also indirectly criticised when their chief said that James Bond’s “heart was too soft to be a gypsy”.

However, I would say that generalisation, a statement that suggests that all members of a group are the same in the same way, is more commonly employed in the Bond movie. An instance would be when the Russians and the British were generalised to be “fascinating and brave, but on the whole, stupid” by the group Spectre. They were likened to “Siamese fighting fish”, getting at each other’s necks the moment they meet. In addition, it was mentioned that the British “always [treated] a threat as a challenge” and that they would “always take up a challenge”. 

Generalisations were also used in Capra’s film where the Germans were described to have a distinct characteristic national  “inborn love for regimentation and harsh discipline”. The “pictorial” representations also confirmed this statement where Germans, from young children to adult men, marched in synchrony to the beat, where young children sung hymns about Hitler, doing the “Hail Hitler” hand sign on cue.

Card stacking was also employed in the Bond movie in a negative way. For instance, a British serial killer, Red Grant, was described to be a convicted murderer, that his response to training was remarkable, including live training, and that he was a homicide expert, thus building up his capability as a professional killer. Even James Bond calls him a “lunatic” and asks the “mental hospital” the killer was from. This portrays the enemy group, Spectre, as a group with its pure intention as to kill with no feelings attached at all.

As Lasswell had mentioned, “music” can be used as a technique to “[influence] human action”. This is very prevalent in “Prelude to War”, where contrasting music tunes were used to distinguish between the Americans and the Axis enemies. Whenever the topic was on any of the Axis powers, the music would be that of the marching band, with strong beats and much pomp. However, when the topic swung to the United States, the music became almost like a lullaby, even the tune of the ‘itsy-bitsy spider’ was used.


After discussing the various methods used in both films, the cumulative effect of these techniques can be felt immediately. These effects contribute, no doubt, to the audience’s perceptions of the ‘good’ side and the ‘evil’ side as well as the ideology that the film is trying to sell. 


The message that “Prelude to War” sends out is that Americans have to realise that peace for their own country can only be accomplished if there is peace for everyone else. And in order to achieve peace, the “two worlds must go against each other, one must die, one must live”. The “truth” here is that the Axis powers must be defeated, that “victory of the democracies can only be complete with the utter defeat of the war machines of Germany and Japan”. It is evident that the “evil” side in “Prelude” is the Axis powers, that they represent a world without any freedom or democracy. That it is a world based on regimentation and terror, with slavery operating “under the pretext of patriotism”, where those who oppose are silenced, where, in Hitler’s own words, “ the eyes of the youth gleam with beasts of prey”. The “good” side, or the Americans, represents a world with peace, “liberty”, and freedom of choice. That this side is the only way to live, that it can only survive without the other “evil” side.

“From Russia With Love” also clearly distinguishes the “good” side from the “bad” side. Like Capra’s film, the “bad” side, namely the Russians and Spectre, represent the undesirable traits of human nature. These include them being ruthless, scheming, authoritative, having a no-nonsense demeanour and the do-it-or-die kind of mentality. However, “From Russia With Love” differs from “Prelude” in that it belittles the enemy much more. In fact, the enemy is portrayed to be stupid and that their plans always fail. For instance, there was a scene where James Bond is pursued by three speedboats. He manages to outsmart them by dumping barrels of fuel in the sea and causing them to stop to examine the barrels. He then fires a flare and blows the three speedboats up. Capra’s presentation of the “evil” side in “Prelude”, however, shows the enemy to be powerful, even to the extent that it is even more powerful than the Americans are. Thus there is a difference in the portrayal of the “evil” side in both movies.

The “good” side in the Bond movie is the British, notably James Bond himself. He represents the kind of person that most people want to emulate: suave, brave, witty, sexually appealing and charming. Not only that, the British are portrayed to be smart, for instance, Q, the master inventor, always invents some gadgets with multiple functions. In this particular movie, he invents this briefcase with 20 rounds of ammunition, a knife, and tear gas. This effectively sheds a positive light on the British. Thus, the “good” side represents to a certain extent, a level of coolness that most people want to emulate and that they are always the victors in any challenge between themselves and the enemy. It is similar to “Prelude” in that they portray the “good” side as the ultimate victors in the battle between the good and the evil sides.

The message that “From Russia With Love” is trying to send out is that both the “good” and “evil” sides can be manipulated, but it is only the “good” side that is able to recognise that it is a trap and eventually are able to outsmart those who are trying to manipulate them. Essentially, it is saying that the “good” side always wins while the “evil” side always loses. Also, during that time when the film was shown, it was the Cold War period where the Americans were against the Soviet Union. Thus a reason as to why the Russians were portrayed to be unscrupulous and scheming could be due to bias that Ian Fleming and the director could have had against the Russians.

Thus to conclude, propaganda or persuasive techniques can be employed to attempt to influence the audience’s attitudes or beliefs to accept the ideology that the films are trying to convey. They can, whether directly, through name calling and other techniques, or indirectly, through more subtle ways, influence the audience’s perception of what the “good” and “evil” sides represent. But it is important to note that the effect that it has on the audience would not only depend just on how persuasive the message is, but also on the audience’s personality traits as well.
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