The Not-Too-Subtle Psy-War in War Films

ARNGLD MOLINA AZLIRIN

Whether film as art provides or not learning experences or a
peychologically reinforcing outlet is less a matterof fact than an athituds,
ar an expression of personal predisposition. Anyway, movie walshers
have the final choce out of a dozen ormore films showing simultanaausly
in the malls, and from hundreds of VHS tapes stacked in rent-a-movie
shops.

Some film-lavers would go for a fantasy trip or titilkaton from X-rated
flicks; athers may wish to escape the humdrom through cliff-hanging
adventure and horror films; the rest-may desire a virtual date with their
mavie idols Through ramance. While the choice is as varied as the
maviemakers' intentions, nonetheless there are films that try to entertain
as much as they inform the viewers on specific socio-palitical 1ssues.

Insider, which casts Russall Crowe in the tille role as the chemist
employed by & g cigarette manufacturar, s very informalive with regard
to the manipuiations of cigarette makers n ensunng and heightening
Ficotine addiction among smokers - as well as how they flex ther
corporate muscles on massmedia’s dependence onadvertising revenue.

Thraugh semi-documentary lens, Talffic depicls the danderaus
labsyrinth of the (et drug trade beteeen Mexco and the US that entraps
both drugtsers and law anforcers, even as it shows the irony of the LS
drug czar played by Michae! Douglas finally coming to the bitter realizaticn
that his own daughter has pecome a low-life junkis bedding with drug
pushers Just to have her high, Also unforgettable in Traffic s its portrayal
af how juvenile boredom, peer pressure and abszntes parepting mpel
kiis of the high-and-mighty clans to plunge into the gutter.

If gyer such movies nave really teen procuced o transcend the usual
archantments of filim art and seek getaurs in conscicusness-rasing such
as de rigugur in documentary films {and in video essays shcwr an
Diseovery Channely, | have [ittle deubt that the genre of war films made
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In Hollywoed, including esplonage/sabotage thrillers, is a reflection mare
often than not of a socio-political mindset, sither emeargent or welil-
estaliishad.

Even before Samuel Huntington's baok, The Clash of Civlizations
11988) became g favorite bane of cartention in warld conferencas, there
Pad been numerous Hollywood-made films dramatizing how the US
soldiers or their mutants and rohotic proxies would secure global peace
Aand world civilization by eradicating evil-doers wha usually look like
grizled Arabs, eccentrically violent East Europeans, stealthy Asiatics
lespecially chinky-eyed), including extra-terrestrial interlopers, Armold
schwazernegger |ooms large in such slam-bang SUSPENSEe Scenars,
while: Universal Soldier may be representative of this uni-dimensicnal film
supersaga featuring the state of the art armory from the US arms
factories and spouting the current American slang.

Was Universal Soidier consciously or subliminally produced as an
iconographic metaphor for the US superpower status and armaony? This
intriguing question remams anybody's guess, although it did appear to
underscare that fact that there is only one superpower today taking
charge of the global police work. Apropos of such muovie trvia, e
Gabler's analysis on US war films can give us an insight into the leitmaotir,
If not the psychological dimensions of this particular filmography. in his
essay 0 the Mew York Times Uanuary 27, 20020 entitled "Seeking
Perspective on the Movie Front Lines.” Gabler provides this bird's aye
views of ths film genre:

War movies trace the ars of Amedea's changing attitudes foward
combat - frem the movie sffusions of sentimentality in Waorld War 1 to
the bitter cynicism i Vietnam toa renceal of patriolis ferdor tinged with
nestalgia in recent piclures ke Saving Private Man. Bul war movies
have always done something else; albet more subthy. They have served
as metaphors for Amenca's attitude foward authority, both personal
and moral, that the ammed fortes as nstitutions symbolize.

Gablerefaborates on his America-centric avenview: “Thus the respect
far authanty during World Wan 1, when Amerncans wers confident in their
purpase and their leaders, translated into respect forcommanders in war
movies, Disenchantment with leaders during the fate 1960s translated
Intodisenchantment with autharity in Vietnam mavias. .. " The significance
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of this assartion, however, may be appreciated only piecemeal bacause
it Is oo neatly encapsulated or too simphstic that it could amount to a
mere hyperbola,

His presumption of “respect for authonty” In that period "when
Americans were confident in their purpase and their leaders” requires
historical and sociological evidence which a careful reading of events and
sentiments inthe LS atthe time may not warrant at all, There was & sUrge
across the Ametican landseape of disgutations and cenflicting campaigns:
the “Bring Home the Boys" lobby was met head-on by the program of
farcad conscription into military service, signified by the then ulbiguitous
posterof Uncle Sam's scowling face and stern pointing finger underscorad
by the grim slogan “America Needs You."

Why this threatening stance of Unele Sam findeed there was respact
and confidence in the government leaders at that period? The fact is,
after herding the Japanese-American communities into concentration
camps, even unwilling Filiping migrant laborers were pulled cut of 1he
farmas and marched off to the war fronts — behind the confused Afro
amencans. My own uncle, Algjandro Azurin, recounted being yanked off
s menial job and thrown into the Carnlines naval battles, in the Pacific,
doing menial tasks on the ship.

Another fact |s even a highly prominent American like Charles
Lindbergh (famous for his solo flight across the Atlantic) was urcer
surveillance because of his sympathies for the Nazis, according to
Lindbergh's files with the Secret Service. And eyen the celebratad actor
Errol Flynn, according to his biographer, was being harnessed by German
spies. And the American farm sector was yet staggering fram the
devastating effect of the Great Depression. |t s highly prabable that
Gablet's picture- pretty sense of social reality m war time s the impression
he got fram watching thase war films of World War [, for indesd top
commanders like Ganeral Patton, as portrayed by George ©. Scottinthe
movie Patton, could push his soldiers to plod through knee-deep mid
and snow with diminishing rations, and nary a whisparwould ensue fram
their ranks, that is, as depicted in the movie,

In The Guns of Navarone (that | admit has also enlivened my
imagination of self-sacrifice and gallantry among soldiers and partizans
the commandos sent 1o sabhatage the heavily fortified gun emplacement
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hidden on the side of a high cliff were in high spirits while using only a
frail fishing hoal 1o sneak into anemy territory, In the stormy night, the
waveas tossed the frail vessel, but itwas this storm and the dark that eouid
e thelr perfect cover for the sneakll assault, IFthey bungled their sabotage
missian, the approaching Amearican Meet would be reduced into sitting
ducks for the powerful cannens in Navarone, The tense build-up to the
climax nearly made me piss in my panis but the Bang-Boom cames soon
enough to let me relizve my bladder in the suddenly crowaed comiort
room.

[hissame high-tensian teanvwork and precisicn n sabotage was also
the gh pomnt of The Bridge on the Rivar Hwal, where | came aut of tha
rmavie nouse whistling ferventiy the musical theme as it was whistied by
the British prisonsrs of war in Burma, The point of recollecting & couple
af W I movies (s that | was also a sucker for the sense of reality cohjured
e oy favonte actors and film directors from Holbssood, My imagination
was impregnated with cinema imagery.

IT was anly when | was past my leens, aftar watching The Battie of
Meretva, a strategic nver in the deferse of Yugosiawa by tne Alhed Forceas,
that | began o suspect that more Eurepeans fought or tied gsefending
their hemelands and hurnandignity agamst Hillers occupatiacn army thar
the heroic Amearicans during that global conflagration. Several books and
maovies made by Europeans wouid later confirm my belated suspicions.
fe 10 the herosm or patnatism of the brave and the fres under the star-
spandled Bannar, well, Gaorge O Soatt in Parton probably proclaimed i
rore accuralaly s nol 1o dig for one’s country but o let the anemy
iz Tor his”

Itisaclearer perspactive far solthery hareft of sentimantality; and war
miay be hetter reckoned for what i usually is — a bloody oopartunity 1o
grab territones, resources, cower and orofit, Signifizantly, war films on
World War Il nave never shown thal the biggast buyars of the war oonos
apidl by Hitler's government o support the Nazi advance azross Europe
and Afnica ware British and American bankers, But the film Catch-22
zatirizes the war-profitesrs among the top military echelon during the
Korean War, it memary serves me right, And f my leaptrogging flashback
serves my attermpt sl hindsight, war films made in Hollywood in the
18960 and early 195605 were mostly reglications of Cowhboy-yersus-
Indian serieswith the US cavalry climactically galloping to the rescus, This
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regimented worldview of the good guys crushing the evil gooks was
reither incidental nor unintentional. The war Nims | saw with misty eyes
as @ youngster were a psychological armary deploved through the
enchanting artistry of the einema to buttress the Cald War strategy of the
< military establishment and right-wing business wizards. Henee, more
than just serving as Gabler's “metaphors for America’s atlitude toward
autharity," they comprise a very potent channe af pey-war that parfectly
irculturated within the imaginatiens and emotions of my generation the
all-time behevolence and reliability of the Amencan war machine,

ls this anather conspiracy fantasy?

Certainly not, iF one reckoned with historical facts and contest. So0n
after World War 11, as the Soviet army intensified its stranglehald in East
Europe, Mao Tse Tung's army ctushed the Kuomintang forces, In 1949,
it took over the reins of goverrirment in-China while threatening to spread
its influence to Indoching and Indonesia. This was followed by the Korean
War a few years later and the US incursion into Vietnarn and the American
ClA operations in Indanesia in pursuit af the Domina strategy of the state
department in Wishington, .G

Within the US itself the immediate effect of these LS interventionist
wars was the resdrgence af nght-wing demagoguery as Eaprassed
through the MoCarthyite witch hunt. Hollywood was amang the prims
targets of this socio-palitical purge probably because of its Influsnce on
public consciousness, Most of the lefi-leaning and humariist writers and
artists, including journalists and screen playwrights, were hounded by the
inguisition and false accusations of the Hause Un-Amearican Activities
Commitiee of the LS Congdress.

The predatory travesty against human rignts In America s re-
sonstructed by the Mexican writer Carlos Fuenies in his documentary
novel The Years with Laura Diaz, 1o wit:

Immediatety, all ultmeeactionaries in Hollwwood — Ronald Reagan,
adolphe Menjou, Ginger Roger's molher — rorrebarated ther suspizion
{against target personalities], and then the congressmen would pass an
(e informaton 0 Hallyeood gossip columnists, Hedda Hopper, Watter
Winchell, Geonge Sokolsky all lived an he Blocd of the cacrficad slars,
like inki-and-papsar Draculas, Then the Armerican Legion would mniilize
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s forces W pickel the movies in which the suzpecls appoated — John
Garficld, for example — not allowing pecpls in. Then the studio could
Edy what was said to Garield: You'te a risk, You prut the sscurity of The
studio st nsk And fire him.

That's the real consprracy that virulently swept artistic Integrity and
idealism out of Hollywaood which (mprnted in My generation's imagination
the Good Guys versus Ewil Gooks cardboard charactenzation ang
stereolyped story lines, such as in those movias on World War || cAamong
others, which were the by-product of MeCarthy ¥'s psy-war witch hunt,
Indeed there was a time | even asked ry mother 1o buy me a jacket
sirmilar to that worn by JohnWayne in his role as 3 commander ot a marina
alr cantingsnt in Flving Leathemsacks,

It would take the next decade to show such movies asz s Parls
Buming? dramatizing the deep-set human values of Hitler's generais i
Paris who refused to carry out his arder ta raze the casmaopalitan capital,
By then, Holbywood, like much of Amencan saciety, was buffeted by the
widespread clamor for social change among the anti-razist gl ||gﬁrq
mavement, the antiestablishment Hippies and the radicalized Black
Power agitation, the assassinations of praminent palitical figures, but
mainly by the anti-war protesters,

Hollywood star Jane Fanda went an a round-the-workd raad shiow
denouncing the immaorality and futility &f the Viethan War, And ver LIS
Intervention in Vietnam was spilling over to nelghbaring countnes with
war personngl reaching half a million. The modus operandi of =uch
massive intervention required the policy of universal conscription of
American youth 1 replace the increasing number of body bags returning
home, along with the war veterans disabled for life, wha found their own
families and nerghborhoods strained by the anti-war sentiments and the
dispute aver the draft-dodgears. The government caused the stripping of
the heavyweight title fram boxing champ Muhammed Ali for his refusal
o accept the diaft, while reasoning oul he could not "shoot at complets
strangers wha have done me ne harm,”

The anti-war groundswell shaok Hollywood well enaugh 1o churm out
numearals movies depicting the moral and psychalogical quagmire of
shell-shocked veterans and their loved anes: Apocalypse Now,
Homecoming, The Desthunter, Birdy, Flatoon, Borr on the Fourth of Suily,
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Casualties of War, and so on. Some of these mavies were shotan lacation
in the Fhilippines.

But as movies must come to The End so did that season af Vietnam
arg reflective and remarseful films, Now we are back to the nostalgia and
heroics of World War |1 Schindler's List, Saving Private Ryary, Snow Falling
on Cedars, Peoarl Harbor, etc. Back to the old rellable Romance,
tdventure, Catastrophe plus the newfangled compugraphic toon
characters like The Lion Wing, Shrek and so forth, Hollywood has
sxpanded the market choices and global sales strategies, MeDonald's
and Coea-Cola have geculturated in the erstwhile communist bloc.
Hollywood movies will follow suit.

Mot really, since they will have their reserved command post. After
all, as most film buffs know, today there 1s only ons capital for the entire
movie-world, as there s only ohe Oscar Awards televised waorldwice witn
3 vast audience certified by pollsters, Actors, scriptwriters, dirsctors the
world over will have to catch the eye of the major American producers o
make it to |nternational Release. The independent filmmakers, acoording
to a Hollywood nsider, are doing their best 1o excile the mowvie mopuls
irta bankrolling their cherished projects dealing with personal relationships
with gender sensitivity, family and neighborhood reciproacity, ethnic ard
scological values, t's a long hine and the wall is Taking 100 ieng far this
breed of conscientious filmmakears,

The bandwagsn today mestly biares cut the musical scores of 5oy
Game, Behind Enemy Lines, and Hlack Hawk Down. Five glements bind
thess crowd-drawers together, First, they are well crafted anel project the
sophisticated capability of LS armarny, Spcond, a palpable sense of
history and contemporary issues. Third, deliberate incursions into hastile
terftorles, Fourth, the tactical role of the satellite-linkad computer
circuitry to moenitor or help carty out the miitary aperations. Fifth, despiie
the grime and bioodshed endured in the encounters, the Armerican
interventionists and their war technolagy emerge on top of the situation,
with limited sacrifice of lives as compared to their enemy's losses. Hence
taken together they hew very close to the headlines. images, and editonal
slant projectad consistently by CHN. When, forinstance, CMMN repaatedly
hroadeast on the types of US jetfighters that bombed lrag in early 2000,
“The F15, F16 and Tornado attack jlets were used in 1he raic, " 1L sounded
much lie an advertising spig! for such military hardware, and that the
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bombings were simple exercises (o demonstrate the superk capabilities
of these killing machines.

Real and Real Blend

There is as little subtlety in the dramatic display of high-powered
waaponny and assadll lactics i the recent movies released as ina senal
after the refentless atlacks on the Taliban lairs in Afghanistan, It may just
be sheer coincidence or simply a studio schame 10 cash in on today's
sansational headlings, but the war technology and the assault strategy
plus the elite breed of warnors deployed by US President Georgs Bush
against the extremisl dissidents — with Afghanistan serving as the initial
demonstration site — seam to be replayed graphically in these war films,
Cne cannot help peroeiving the motual reinforcement of the battle
scenaes and explosions in broadeast madia and in these movies.

Whatisinthe celluloid reel iswhat s in the real war zoneg, this appaars
to ke director Ridley Scoft’s wiewpeint in Black Hawk Down. Feel the
nerve-wracking reports of guns. Expenence the panful spasms of flesh
and blood cozing from torn-off body parts. But don't forget Lo witness the
grit of soidiers giving and taking the deadly spray of bullets, burst of
grenades, and then risking all just to retrieve a comrade’s corpse,

Thenos in the end, as the last squad fleas the battle zone, these
suUrvivors see manycivilians at the roadside dancing and chesrdng for their
American herces, | can’t tell whether the events in the movie really
reflected a true-to-life situation In Somala back in the early 1990s but
I'm afraid many watchers of this mavie will find no need to distingush
between the real and the real, specially when Siack Hawk Down's
epilogue stresses the factuality of the film narrative,

In Bahindg Enemy Lines, the movie watcher iz also grven this equation
ar apparant carrespondence between the filmic situation and the factual,
This trick of bBlurring the distinction between cinema scenario and & real
situation, orbetween the actor's characterzationand true-life charactars
15 the primal subliminat process behind advertising and mass promotions
— gr mass propaganda in general — designed to atter individual Tastes
of product preference, as well as the social peychology of a community.
In short, it is meant to make the people's consciousness “sugdastibla,”
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to use the terrm of Harald Brown who has presented a comprehensive
studhy of this manipulative process in his book Technigues of Persuasion.

Toillustrate this mind-changing scheme down to the behavioral leveal:
in a moviehouse in Gaisano Mall in Davao City showing Behind Enemy
Lines, the audiznce suddenly burst in applause and collective sigh when
Ihe airbome rescue party swooped down at long [asl to lift the American
straggler pilot aut of his desperate attempt to elude his blood-thirsty
Eosnian pursuers. This scene that has incited the mind and emaotion of
the filrm watchers in Davao deep enough to make them react In wilcl
applause followed thetense, long sequence showing the pilot's misarable
pight and imminsntcapture. The pitat's agony has alwiously touched the
movie watchers' sense of the pathos thus impelling them fo feact by
clapping and chearing for him and the rescuers.

This collective feeling of relef and joy in the audience was fu rictuated
by the film epilogue assarting that the Bosnian top military officer so-and
a0 was eventually charged with genocide in the War Crmes Cormmission:
what nailed down the Bosnian commander was the spy pilot's phatographic
evidenas. To be sure, the pilot-actor has won the hearts and rminds af the
movieswatehers In a Davao mall in Mindanao, a troubled ana festering
with dissidents and kidnap-for-ransom bands, and which has now
welcomed an Amencan military contingent toTescue an American coupie
framm thie Abu Sayyal kidnappers, and train as well the Filiping soldiers and
atficers to do a better job in eadicating these lawiess elements.

Sn.was the Davao moviegoars’ spontanecus appiaudss incited by the
tense film sequeance 1IN Behind Enemy Lines? Jr was it also expressive of
the existential tensons in heir own lves and landscape?

Thiz review of war films does not pretend 1o haye the answer 14 1he
twin riddies. Perhaps a socio-paychological research may better enlightan
us canceming the mative power of filmmakers and cinema and their
potency to influence ConsSCIOUSNESS and bahavior. One point needs to be
amplified by way of concluding this avendew: Spy Game, Behind Enemy
{ines, and Black Hawi Down all try 1o enmesh of inter-link cinsmatic
soeneny with af:l:uhl geopolitical conflicts, past and present. The last e
films achieve this newsy immediacy via the documenta ry-style epilogle.
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It shouid not come as a surprise {like some Jack-insthe-boxd far a war
film o indulge in the sirmulation of headline- hogging events so as 1o have
& budt-in marketing strategy by hamessing the volatile (ssues that excite
public attention and emotion. Nor shauld it shock anyane not born afte
September 11, 2001 when a war movie made In Hollwood utilizes &
sublimingl schame in psychological stimulation, thereby inciting 1he
audienae o respond ar express their feelings and viewpoints regarding
the celluluid actors as well as the major actors and stake holders in today's
neadline-hogging geopolitical contlicts,

Whicheverway the movie moguls and directars handlz theiraquipment,
talent and motive, the technigue of blending simulation and stimulation
1= atme-tested trick of Lhe trade among psy-war oparatives, Like it or not,
cinema and Lhe whole mass media have ahways teen harnessed for
corgarate and product persuasion as well as socio-political propaganda

and not 1o exclude, of course, such personal indulgances as virtual
sedliatily, artistry, extraterrestnality, spirituality and the low-cost pursuit
of happiness in a dark moviehouse,

Epilague

There is a particular film | have been itehing to watch again singe the
seplember suicide jet plane crashes on the megalithic centers of US big
Business, Mew York's World Trade Center, and American military power,
the Penlagon. Stamng Annette Bening as an operative of the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA], this movie foreshadowed by several maonths
the September 11 sabotage conducted by Arab pilols mostly tramned by
American and West Europeahn asronautic schools.

I the film, however, the Arab suicide bombers were trained by the
CIA 1o do their dirty work 1n Arab countries. As their CIA handler, Bening
tries every which way to nsuttalize their suicide bombing spree m LS cities
iwhile agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation {FBI} clases in on the
terrarist c2lls), even going to the extant of copulating with their leader,
as revealed by an FBI might-vision camera,

But Beming fails to thwart any of the jihadic cell members who
spitetully tell her of theirdistrust and rage. And that they are now wreaking
vengeance on the US which has used them in assassination jobs in
Arabia, andyet achieving nothing positive in their homslands bt CAUSING
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a spiral of violence and hopelessness, Worse, they can't even returm
home, so they are made to feel that they ae virtual detanezaes in the LS
or highly dispensable pawns in this bloody power play, BUt what's
intriguing in the filmic narrative s that they are aulonamous (0 their
deadly sorties, not linked to a vasl secret netbwark. Just ore moviiua! can
canstitute 3 werrorst cell, unlike in their formear rafe as CIA Wllers when
they had to take arders from a dislant bass,

Sadly, the three movie-for-rent shops | visited told me this film The
Hiege was no longer available. Mot surprising, considenng Lhat Lhe movie
plat reflects the well-cited nation that Gsama Bin Laden, the prime
suspect of US President Gearge Bush 1o have pletted the Septamlber 11
carnage, used 1o cooparate with the OIA 0 pushing out the USSR'S
ooaupation army from Afghanistan, So Ul bet two cases of beer that
Haollpwood wan't make any movie with a story line and character similar
to The Siege (or, to Osama Bin Laden's) for as long as President Bush
1= rabdly waging s terrorist-hunt throughout the planethighly remimscent
of how the discredited MoCarthy hounded Holbywood through his red-
baiting witch hunt.

Ta be fair, here's a caveat to anybody wishing to take mean my bet:
Justweeksafter the September 11 camags, mavie reporters in Hollywood
bared that President Bush had met with film directars to appeal for
restraint in releasing films that may depict the US saldiers as caonfused
ar demoralized while they are waging a globalized crusade agamnst
tzrrorist cells and gavarnments suspectéci of harboring them,

So expect mare war films which mainly demaonstrate the stupendous
capabilities of killing machines and war-linked satelite maonitoos but have
very little to say ahout society, ineguity, much less about human values
vanscending the ties of comrades-in-arms of the esprit de corps of
rescuers, casuatties and corpses,: This myopic mativation i making war,
nsofar @5 Black Mawik Down dramatizes it, is best expressed by one
syrvivor whe defines the entire kill-or-be-killed endeavor 0 aconic
sentences: | Us about the man next to you, Thal’s i©”

|s that it?

Great guts! Dubious glory! That's the sort of war films diaving big
crowds This season even as CNN shows on the sereen President Bush
spouling fire and brimstone; “We will prevail in thswar, and we will deteat
this recession.”
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Mow, you see the official connection between war-mongering and
fighting recession, as you may have nated the usual paralizlism between
the slant of CNMN headlines and recent war film storylines, @



