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Media Studies A Level Unit 5: Independent Study

How does the USA manipulate historical events in film through representation and ideology in order to promote themselves as an elite nation and to impose a value system on the rest of the world?

Introduction

I have decided to direct the focus of my independent study on the effect the USA has on the film industry, especially historical accounts in war films such as Pearl Harbour, U571, Black Hawk Down and Saving Private Ryan just to name a few. 

Due to the USA’s stronghold on the world media and film production, it is easy for them to portray events (even if they are misinterpreted) as real and plausible accounts, for several reasons. Firstly, as they are a superpower (easily the most powerful) and have been for a long time, the American film industry has had a phenomenal effect on the rest of the world, monopolising its film output for at least a century. More importantly, American film and media has had a huge effect on attitudes, norms and values. The USA is seen as a country that prides itself as true, honest, a land of opportunity and honour based on the amendments that ‘makes America’. Through war/action films such as Black Hawk Down, these values are reproduced and reinforced; they accentuate and exaggerate or in some cases make fictitious events in order to convey the film to the American public a sense of identity, collective values and personal value, shown in the well-used phrase “Never leave a man behind.” These values have been used so often that now a sub-genre that people will immediately comprehend can be made of films like Pearl Harbour-‘ e.g. American bravado’. 

This behaviour does not necessarily reflect actual government ethos, such as the recent war in Iraq,which some would argue shows behaviour of an individualist, for personal gain, not the ‘for the good of mankind’ goal, which many American war films portray. The war films produced are focused on what seems to be a surreal world based on what seems an unreachable value system. It is only the big problems focused on (e.g. world war) not mundane day-to-day problems of a huge country, such as poverty, education, crime and punishment. 

However, through films such as Bowling For Columbine, it shows that although the American media and its citizens are fierce about protecting these rights and values, the USA’s second amendment is not a blessing; due to the state of gun control, or the lack of it. Michael Moore, although he produced a groundbreaking film has quite a few enemies in America who do not like to admit there is a problem concerning gun control.

In order to sustain the huge US film industry, it needs investments, so therefore it is not surprising that most of the world’s well paid and most well known actors and actresses are American (e.g. Julia Roberts and Tom Hanks) and there is even a town devoted to film, which is Hollywood. 

If America strongly believes in reproducing these values nationally, it is no wonder there is strong patriotism, nationalism and xenophobia (e.g. negative portrayal of Germans in American films, compared to Wolfgang Petersen’s Das Boot). Many mis-interpretations of historical events are present in American war films, e.g. U571 and Pearl Harbour, which has upset WW2 veterans due to their thunder being stolen. Even as I write this, companies are in talks with Tom Cruise to produce a film provisionally titled ‘The Few’ which focuses on a single American pilots involvement in the Battle of Britain. The plan for the plot is a classic example of gross exaggeration and self-glorification on America’s part. More American characters have been introduced and their position and involvement made higher than it actually was. 

The gun culture and attitudes in America is the focus of many films, action and war genres are the most popular in America-which questionably reflects the general public and the government’s attitudes and values. Through the massive success of most US produced films, they therefore have had a large audience and so a huge effect on American attitudes, which in turn would decide the film’s fate on the UK market). Their ideals and values are shown in turn through the film’s ideology and representation. Typical stereotypes of American heroes are conjured to mind, e.g. actors such as Ben Affleck in Pearl Harbour and Josh Hartnett in Black Hawk Down. Similarly, stereotypical negative images of British, German and Russian characters are placed solely in the role of ‘the bad guy’. Although these are simply film characters, the accents themselves that are the problem, but the connotations they give, e.g. British villain, backstabbing tendencies, slippy character, not to be trusted. These messages given out, however simple, have an effect on how America sees themselves and the rest of the world. 

In this essay I will be analysing three contempory war films; Saving Private Ryan, U571 and Pearl Harbour. 

I hope to discover how the films portray American in a favourable light, and how her ideology and value system is shown through factors such as character representation and national identity. 
