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Introduction. 

 When Saving Private Ryan was released a decade ago critics named it the best war movie 

ever made
1
; veterans of Normandy called it the most realistic portrayal of combat they had ever 

seen
2
; and its director said it was an antiwar film

3
 – in large part because of the unflinching 

realism with which it served up the brutality and savagery of war, even the ―good war‖ of 

America‘s ―greatest generation.‖  

 But Spielberg, at least, was wrong. Along with other hyper realistic and heroic combat 

films of the last two decades, Saving Private Ryan functions as a pro-war movie. Replacing the 

just war ethic with a warrior‘s code, these neo-patriotic films direct American audiences to 

surrender their civic and moral duty to critique and debate the government‘s call to arms by 

embracing a simplistic call to ―support the troops.‖ In an era of increasing U.S. militarism a 

growing stream of neo-patriotic films recounting the heroism of America‘s citizen-soldiers offers 

a battlefield ethos as the guiding ethic for an American public that should be wrestling with the 

moral and political questions of war and peace.
4
  

And these pro-war tales reinforce the larger narrative coming out of Washington, a 

narrative instructing good citizens to imitate the martial virtues of combat soldiers, sacrificing 

everything (including their conscience) for the sake of the brave troops fighting and dying on the 

battlefield. In a nation more and more enamored of its military might and soldiers, politicians 

and citizens who question the reduction of the ethics of war to a command to ―support the 

troops‖ or who challenge the justice of the war on terror or in Iraq have been painted with their 
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own ―yellow‖ ribbon, suggesting a dishonorable betrayal of the warrior‘s ethic.
5
 As Garrison 

Keeler might have sung – ―We‘re all warriors now – or we‘re deserters and cowards.‖      

   

The Fall and Rise of the Hollywood Grunt.  

 From the early 1940s to the late 1960s mainstream Hollywood combat films portrayed 

America as a nation whose soldiers were reluctant but heroic warriors, whose military and 

political leaders were competent and trustworthy, and whose cause was just.
6
 In movies like God 

is My Copilot, The Flying Seabees, The Sands of Iwo Jima, The Longest Day, and The Great 

Escape the American GI was an heroic grunt fighting for a just cause, a citizen-soldier whose 

personal virtue was grounded in the righteousness of his nation‘s cause.  

 These films – and the ―John Wayne‖ war myth that formed their core – were naïve and 

romantic entertainments offering audiences a sanitized view of combat and an idealized picture 

of soldiers and providing American citizens and recruits with fictions that ill prepared either for 

the costs or horrors of war.
7
 Sam Fuller, the writer/director of The Big Red One and a veteran of 

Normandy, is famous for arguing that no movie could communicate war‘s terror and chaos to an 

audience safely ensconced in theater seats and provided with a bird‘s eye view of the battle.
8
    

 In general, combat films of this era were pro-war, pro-military and pro-soldier and 

largely recounted America‘s victory (and righteousness) in World War II. Providing ample 

entertainment for millions who had never seen combat and filling the coffers of Hollywood 

studios, these patriotic movies helped sell World War II, Korea and the Cold War to a generation 

of Americans.   

Vietnam, however, changed everything. An American public raised on images of our 

defeat of the Third Reich and imperial Japan had to watch its armed forces undone by a band of 
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Third World guerilla forces. After more than a decade of televised images of death, defeat and 

retreat American audiences lost their appetite for patriotic combat films that sanitized war, 

idealized soldiers, and promised easy victory. Vietnam rang the death knoll of the conventional 

Hollywood combat film – whose rotting carcass arrived in theaters with the release of John 

Wayne‘s last war movie, The Green Berets. 

 In the wake of America‘s disastrous ―television war,‖ mainstream Hollywood switched to 

the antiwar combat film. In films like Catch 22, M*A*S*H*, Coming Home, Apocalypse Now, 

and Full Metal Jacket  movie makers rejected the sanitized and unrealistic portrayals of combat 

and soldiers, relying on graphic realism and scathing satire to illustrate the folly and inhumanity 

of war. In these post-Vietnam films war was not merely savage and brutal; it was evil and 

insane.
9
     

 But these films were not just antiwar, they were also antipatriotic, antimilitary, and often 

anti-soldier. Post-Vietnam combat films of the late 1960s through the mid-1980s rejected the 

authority and competence of politicians and generals who sent armies of young men into battle, 

dismissed the supposedly just cause for which tens of thousands were sacrificed, and cast 

soldiers in a decidedly anti-heroic light, portraying GIs as troubled, disturbed and dangerous 

persons – misfits to be neither admired nor emulated, but pitied and feared.
10

  

At their core these antiwar films sought to unmask the two basic fictions of the traditional 

Hollywood combat movie: the sanitized view of battle and the idealized picture of the combat 

soldier. Reacting to these twin cinematic fictions, post-Vietnam films bathed their audience in 

the blood and gore of the battlefield and rubbed their faces in the cowardice and insanity of  
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combatants. The realism of these films was to be the antidote to the drug of the war myth 

Hollywood had offered a generation of Americans.  

At some point in the Reagan years, however, soldiers and war began to regain 

respectability in Hollywood, even if the battlefield on which they fought remained a brutal hell 

and the cause for which their nation sent them off to war receded into insignificance. In fits and 

starts a new genre of neo-patriotic films trickled into local theaters; and when Hollywood 

discovered American audiences had recovered an appetite for pro-soldier combat films that did 

not flinch from the gore of war, the trickle became a river.
11

 

An early strand of Hollywood‘s neo-patriotism showed up in the popular but critically 

snubbed Vietnam War fantasies of Sylvester Stallone and Chuck Norris.
12

 The six Rambo and 

Missing in Action films were adolescent, jingoistic adventures that sought to redeem the 

Vietnam veteran (and American soldiery) by allowing him to achieve victory – not by winning 

the war, but by rescuing American POWs and bringing these fallen and forgotten comrades 

home.
13

  

In this shift from winning to rescue, however, these juvenile tales offer a refurbished but 

restricted view of both patriotism and the purpose of combat. John Rambo (Stallone) and 

Colonel Braddock (Norris) no longer fight for God and country, or for a cause that would justify 

their nation‘s call to arms. Unlike the soldiers in Wayne‘s The Green Berets or Fred 

Zinnemann‘s The Longest Day, these warriors fight not for a just cause or a righteous country, 

but for their comrades, whom they have sworn not to leave behind.  

Indeed, Norris and Stallone‘s characters – like the combatants in post-Vietnam antiwar 

films – disdain the leaders and nation that sent them into battle but proved unworthy of their 

courage and sacrifice. And if they do not openly reject the cause for which they were sent to war, 
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they do not pay it much attention either. The combatants in these neo-patriotic films have 

discarded the just cause that led the soldiers in traditional World War II dramas to fight and die, 

adopting a warrior‘s code obliging them to protect their comrades and ensure that every soldier – 

living or dead—is brought home from the battlefield.  

 By the end of the Reagan years, a rising tide of pro-military sentiments and the success of 

pro-military films like An Officer and a Gentleman and Top Gun led Hollywood to produce 

critically acclaimed neo-patriotic war movies in which brave men fight and die in the company 

of heroes.
14

 The battlefield in Kenneth Branagh‘s remake of Henry V ,  Edward Zwick‘s Glory 

and Oliver Stone‘s Platoon has not been sanitized of the gore of war, but the soldiers fighting 

there have been idealized. Like the post-Vietnam antiwar films they follow, these hyper realistic 

movies portray combat as a hellish caldron, but unlike these antiwar tales, these neo-patriotic 

films show the battlefield as a crucible in which heroism and camaraderie are forged.
15

  

 Though bloodied, bruised, and shorn of a righteous cause justifying his country‘s call to 

arms, the Hollywood grunt has been redeemed as a hero. In these neo-patriotic films war is gory, 

terrifying and deadly – but no longer immoral and insane, and the men who fight and die in 

combat have a new raison d’être. The just war theory, requiring heroes and nations to have a just 

cause, has been supplanted by a warrior‘s code,  demanding only that soldiers fight and die 

bravely for their comrades. 
16

 Now any war can be a ―good war‖ and every grunt a hero – as long 

as soldiers stand by their comrades.
17

  

Hollywood‘s replacement of the just war ethic with a warrior‘s code reaches its pinnacle 

in Spielberg‘s Saving Private Ryan, a film credited with resurrecting the World War II combat 

film by rescuing it from both the sanitized naiveté of the John Wayne genre and the crass 

cynicism of post-Vietnam films. In this, the best and most celebrated of Hollywood‘s neo-
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patriotic war films, soldiers of the ―greatest generation‖ fight the most important battle of the 

―good war‖ with little or no concern for a greater cause.
18

 In Spielberg‘s masterpiece American 

GIs at Normandy do not fight to defeat Nazism or barbarism, but to save the life of a comrade 

and secure their passage home.
19

 Tom Sizemore‘s character suggests that  if Captain Miller (Tom 

Hanks) and his platoon can save the life of this one soldier, it will somehow make up for the 

whole hellish experience of war – a war in which they have helped to defeat Hitler and the Third 

Reich – and earn them the right to go home. 

This narrowed version of patriotism and the purpose of combat is repeated and reinforced 

in other hyper realistic neo-patriotic films like  Flags of Our Fathers, Black Hawk Down  and  

We Were Soldiers.
20

 In Iwo Jima, Somalia and Vietnam, audiences learn, American soldiers do 

not fight and die for abstract notions like liberty or justice, or for the folks back home, but simply 

and exclusively for the man next to them. As one soldier explains in Black Hawk Down, ―it's 

about the men next to you, and that's it. That's all it is.‖
21

    

But Saving Private Ryan, Blackhawk Down, Flags of Our Fathers, and We Were Soldiers 

are not pro-war films just because they supplant the restraints of a just war ethic with a warrior‘s 

code. These hyper realistic combat films also tap into what J. Glenn Gray called ―the enduring 

appeals of battle.‖ In his1959 classic, The Warriors: Reflections of Men in Battle the World War 

II veteran and philosopher identified three ―secret attractions of war‖ – ―the delight in seeing, the 

delight in comradeship, the delight in destruction.‖
 22

 The combat films in question tap into at 

least two of these attractions, while glorifying war by sanitizing combat of nearly every trace of 

cowardice and idealizing most (of our) grunts as heroes. 

 Francois Truffaut would have disagreed with Steven Spielberg‘s comment that ―every 

war movie, good or bad, is an antiwar movie.‖ The French film maker believed the thrill of 
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watching combat on the screen undermined any antiwar message; the action and excitement of 

the battlefield rendering war, in spite of the film maker‘s best intentions, attractive. Gray agrees 

with Truffaut, arguing that the battlefield presents an incomparable spectacle, an awesome treat 

for the lusting eye, from which neither the soldier nor observer wishes to turn away. This may be 

Fuller‘s point as well, when he argues that it impossible to make a real war movie – or a movie 

that effectively communicates the terror and chaos of war. For in a darkened theater the 

audience, which is in no real danger, experiences only Gray‘s ―delight in seeing‖ the horror of 

combat.  

  Those who, like Spielberg, believe that a realistic portrayal of war‘s savagery will turn 

audiences against war, must come to grips with the attraction war has even when we look at it 

straight on. As the British military historian Richard Holmes has written, ―Ironically, portraying 

war in all its harsh realism often has the effect of making more rather than less attractive.‖
23

 

Michael Salevouris echoes this sentiment, noting that ―the sad truth is that even anti-war authors, 

or those that strive for scrupulous objectivity, can unwittingly make war seem glorious and 

exciting.‖
24

 This danger seems grave enough in hyper realistic combat films that give our lustful 

eye such rein to delight in all of war‘s stark spectacle.  

 If Sartre believed hell was other people, these neo-patriotic films suggest that within the 

hell of war soldiers find and forge heavenly friendships unknown to other mortals, a claim 

repeated by many a combat veteran.
25

 In describing the ―delight of comradeship‖ attracting us to 

war, Gray reports that honest veterans will admit they had an ―experience of communal effort in 

battle‖ that was ―a high point in their lives,‖ a unique experience of ecstasy and solidarity ―they 

would not want to have missed.‖
26
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 This ―delight‖ is front and center in Henry V‘s famous St. Crispin‘s Day speech, where 

the king rouses his troops (and audience) to battle with the promise that combat will forge a 

friendship amongst them like none other. ―We few, we happy few, we band of brothers,‖ Henry 

proclaims, ―For he today who sheds his blood with me shall be my brother.‖ In Glory the hard 

bitten Trip (Denzel Washington) offers a similar sentiment on the eve of battle, telling his 

comrades ―Y'all's the onliest family I got. I love the 54
th

,‖ and in Saving Private Ryan the title 

character refuses to leave the battlefield because he is ―with the only brothers I have left.‖ As 

hellish as the portrayal of war is in We Were Soldiers, Flags of Our Fathers, Blackhawk Down 

and HBO‘s Band of Brothers, there is also a promise of sweet friendship for those who will 

brave its horrors. When asked if he had been a hero, one of the veterans in Band of Brothers 

answers, ―No, but I served in the company of heroes,‖ suggesting that combat provides soldiers 

with a communion of saints. 

 But the appeal of these films to a largely civilian audience uninterested in enlisting comes 

from the hope that war provides a similar communion for all its supporters. In War is a Force 

that Gives Us Meaning Hedges makes a persuasive case that war – regardless of their cause or 

purpose – provides citizens of every society with a sense of common purpose and community 

that ―reduces and at times erase the anxiety of individual consciousness.‖
27

 Thus, these neo-

patriotic films signal audiences that war, with all its brutality, will forge a communion of heroes 

out of our motley society. As it does with the raw recruits who had once stumbled onto the 

parade grounds as misfits and strangers, the engine of war promises to transform a nation of 

consumers into a band of brothers. This is a heady sentiment, and not one likely to turn 

audiences against war.      
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 Being in the company of heroes is the final attraction of these films, and the last fiction 

they tell of war. Paul Fussell, who argued that Saving Private Ryan was brutally realistic about 

war‘s carnage, complained that Spielberg failed to tell the truth about the moral flaws of 

combatants. ―The film neglects something familiar to most combat infantrymen: open 

cowardice.‖
28

 Christopher Hayes agrees that Saving Private Ryan and similar films introduce 

their audiences to war‘s ―physical horrors – torn, limbs, exposed viscera, muck, blood. Absent 

completely,‖ however, ―are the moral horrors of combat, the horror of taking a life, of feeling the 

killer within.‖
29

 And Stephen Klien notes that the screenplay of Black Hawk Down  deletes Mark 

Bowden‘s admission that once the fighting started ―American troops abandoned their rules of 

engagement …and shot down every Somali they saw, including men, women, and children.‖
30

 

Instead, the audience sees men risking their lives to avoid killing civilians, once again presenting 

American troops as ―more valorous and less realistic than the actual soldiers in the battle.‖
31

 

  So while the crop of neo-patriotic films coming out of Hollywood for the last two 

decades has embraced the gritty realism of post-Vietnam war movies and discarded the sanitized 

versions of battle offered in traditional Hollywood war films, they end up functioning as pro-war 

movies. By replacing the just war ethic with a warrior‘s code these neo-patriotic movies suggest 

that audiences need not worry about the larger and more complex moral questions of war, and 

should simply emulate the courage and loyalty of these brave fighting men. By reverting to an 

idealized and heroic picture of the ordinary soldier, these films sustain the fiction of war as 

something that inflicts physical harm but not a source of moral decay and degradation.
32

  And 

finally, these films suggest war is a crucible that forges extraordinary friendships and 

community, portraying the battlefield as a grisly Valhalla where brave soldiers and citizens can 

find an antidote to the alienation, purposelessness and discontents of civilian life.
 33
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The Fall and Rise of the American Military.  

 To fully grasp the import and power of Hollywood‘s neo-patriotic films we need to see 

how the shifting fortunes and reputation of the U.S. military in the real world corresponded with 

and fed into the treatment of soldiers and war at the movies, and how the message of these neo-

patriotic films reinforced a growing tendency in American politicians and citizens to give undue 

reverence and disproportionate authority to the armed forces, surrendering their own civic and 

moral duties to engage in serious political and ethical debate about matters of war and peace. 

 While Hollywood was serving up a refurbished and restricted view of patriotism that 

called upon civil authorities and citizens to discard larger questions about a just cause for war 

and embrace a warrior‘s code focused exclusively on loyalty to one‘s ―band of brothers,‖ 

politicians of both parties embraced a nearly reverent awe for all things military and supported a 

defense budget and foreign policy that gave unprecedented and unwarranted authority to the 

military and the use of force. At the same time, an increasingly pro-military and pro-soldier 

political climate made it prohibitively costly for ambitious politicians of any stripe to appear 

dovish or ―weak on defense‖ – and nearly suicidal to be perceived as failing to ―support the 

troops.‖ And in the five years since Washington declared its intention to wage a preventive war 

in Iraq, opponents and critics of the unjustified and failed intervention have been met with a 

undying chorus of cries to ―support the troops,‖ as if this duty trumped all other moral and 

political concerns and responsibilities. In Hollywood and Washington the soldier in uniform has 

taken center stage, replacing the chaos and confusion of politics and ethics with the clarity and 

camaraderie of combat.
34

  

 In The New American Militarism Boston University history professor and West Point 

graduate Andrew Bacevich argues that contemporary Americans ―have fallen prey to militarism, 
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manifesting itself in a romanticized view of soldiers, a tendency to see military power as the 

truest measure of national greatness, and outsized expectations regarding the efficacy of force.‖
35

 

Such was not always – or even recently – the case. Tracking the decline of the U.S. military‘s 

fortunes in wake of Vietnam and the subsequent recovery and redemption that culminated in 

America‘s victory in the first Gulf War, Bacevich reports on the rise of a new and unprecedented 

phenomenon in American politics. ―Today as never before in their history,‖ he writes, 

―Americans are enthralled with military power.‖ More than any other characteristic or asset, our 

military might and personnel ―have come to signify who we are and what we stand for.‖
36

 In the 

wake of the Cold War and the first Gulf War we have entered into a new era of American 

militarism, a pro-military and pro-soldier age in which politicians and citizens offer 

disproportionate deference to the military and place undue faith in the use of force. 

 Bacevich argues that Vietnam crippled the U.S. military‘s reputation and morale, and that 

the armed forces continued to suffer from a ―post Vietnam malaise‖ under a Nixon 

administration that eliminated the draft without adequately funding the new All-Volunteer Force, 

and suffered a final humiliation in the 1980 failed attempt to rescue Iranian-held hostages. The 

military superpower that had won World War II was now incapable of refueling its aircraft in the 

desert without crashing them into one another. Operation ―Eagle Claw‖ represented the nadir of 

the American military‘s fortunes.
37

 

 Throughout the Nixon, Ford and Carter years, however, Bacevich reports that the U.S. 

military and its officer corps struggled to rebuild the prowess and professionalism of the armed 

forces and ensure American troops would never again fight a war without adequate political and 

popular support or overwhelming military force. This strategy included extensive reliance on 

reserve troops in any future military campaign, ensuring political leaders would not send U.S. 
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troops into battle without building broad based civilian support.  It also relied on developing a 

high-tech military arsenal and force capable of fighting and defeating a Soviet invasion of 

Western Europe.  

 In the Reagan administration these efforts received substantial rhetorical and financial 

support from an actor-turned-president who sought to reinvigorate American patriotism (and his 

party‘s fortunes) and win the Cold War by embracing the U.S. military and its soldiers. Praising 

the virtue and courage of military personnel and promising that America would never again fail 

its brave young troops, ―the great communicator‖ helped create a pro-military and pro-soldier 

environment while simultaneously providing the Pentagon with ample funds to recruit and retain 

more professional soldiers and purchase an arsenal of modern weaponry without peer.   

 America won the Cold War with the collapse of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, but 

the ultimate payoff for the long term crusade to restore the military‘s fortune‘s came with the 

blitzkrieg defeat of Saddam Hussein‘s forces in the first Gulf War, redeeming the reputation of 

America‘s armed forces and dispelling the ghost of Vietnam.  

 In the wake of Desert Storm the U.S. military‘s prestige took on heroic dimensions. 

Military officers like General Norman Schwarzkopf and Colin Powell became national heroes. 

The status of the military climbed while the reputation of Congress, the Press and most public 

institutions plummeted. The religious right embraced the military as a bastion of traditional 

American and moral values. And high ranking military officers were increasingly entrusted with 

civilian and political responsibilities – operating like imperial proconsuls – while Democratic 

and Republican politicians and presidents scrambled to identify themselves as pro-military and 

pro-soldier.
38
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 Under Colin Powell‘s leadership, the military used this change of fortune to break with 

over two centuries of American history and forge a new and dangerous relationship between the 

United States and its armed forces. For the first time in U.S. history, the size of America‘s 

defense budget and the might of its armed forces were not to be determined by the nation‘s need 

to defend itself from clear and present threats or adversaries, or by the Constitution‘s call for a 

military force capable of providing a ―common defense‖ for the country.
39

 Instead, the Powell 

Doctrine now stipulated that America must maintain a military budget, force and arsenal capable 

of allowing our troops to win two simultaneous major wars against unspecified future 

adversaries.  And American politicians and citizenry fell into step without out serious objection 

or debate. 

 As Hollywood‘s neo-patriotic films offered audiences a warrior‘s ethic unhinged from 

larger questions of cause and country, this new American militarism unhinged the military from 

the larger nation in two significant ways. As already noted, under the Powell Doctrine the size of 

the defense budget and U.S. military would no longer be determined by the nation‘s need to 

defend itself against immediate and credible threats or adversaries, but by a commitment to force 

protection and a desire for global military dominance.
40

 At the same time, the armed forces‘ 

soaring reputation and the middle and upper classes‘ decision to avoid military service somehow 

resulted in an idealization of all things military. With the victory in Kuwait and the demise of the 

tradition of the citizen-soldier the American public (and the military itself) increasingly saw the 

armed forces as a separate and superior society, an enclave where traditional moral values and 

virtues were uniquely preserved and protected.
41

 

 And, as in the case of Hollywood‘s neo-patriotic films, this unhinging of the military 

from the larger civilian society has pushed soldiers to center stage, giving the armed forces and 
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their personnel an unprecedented prominence and authority in American policy and the hearts of 

the American public. With America‘s obsession with our military prowess and stature as the 

global superpower, we see our nation as the solitary force defending global peace and justice and 

perceive our military and soldiers as the embodiment and moral center of our national identity. If 

America is the world‘s cop, our soldiers are our true leaders. And with the idealization of 

soldiers, a warrior‘s code and concern for welfare of combat troops supplants any political 

debate about the rightful use of military force. Civil discourse about the politics or morality of 

proposed wars and incursions may now be trumped by the command that politicians and the 

public ―support the troops,‖ and so when those defending the war on terror or in Iraq run out of 

arguments or evidence they simply wave a yellow ribbon.  

 

The Rise and Fall of a Citizen‘s Ethic 

 For sixteen centuries Western moral analysis of war has depended on some version of the 

just war theory, asking whether nations possessed the just cause, competent authority and right 

intent required to wage war and whether the use of military force would be proportionate, 

successful, and employed only as a last resort. During fifteen of those centuries, however, the 

just war theory was applied by monarchs and only rulers decided whether a proposed war was 

just or not, while soldiers (and subjects) merely obeyed the king‘s judgment. Throughout most of 

this era the just war theory and the warrior‘s code existed side by side, with monarch‘s obliged to 

apply the first and soldiers commanded to follow the second.  

With the rise of democracies, however, citizens gained a share of the responsibility for 

deciding which wars were just or unjust, and though presidents and generals retained the primary 

obligation (given their authority and expertise) to determine the rightness of a proposed war, 
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civilians possess a real duty – which cannot be completely surrendered to governments or 

generals – to evaluate and critique their nation‘s call to arms. 

 Christian ethicists Andrew Fiala and David DeCosse have written about the challenges of 

applying the just war theory to democratic states, with Fiala noting the imperfect knowledge of 

citizens and DeCosse warning of the dangers of deceptive leaders.
42

 Given their limited 

information (and susceptibility to deception), Fiala argues that democratic citizens should 

embrace a stance of practical pacifism. Since wars are horribly dangerous and destructive 

processes, citizens have a prima facie duty to oppose the government‘s call to war, while 

remaining open to overwhelming evidence in support of an incursion. DeCosse, on the other 

hand, reports on our own government‘s use of deception in making the case for the current war 

in Iraq and argues that a deceptive government lacks the ―legitimate authority‖ to summon a 

nation to war. Without saying so explicitly, he also calls upon citizens to beware of the call to 

arms.   

 At the same time a broad chorus of Christian ethicists, including Michael Baxter, Glen 

Stassen, Thomas Shannon and Thomas Massaro, complain that American citizens (who are 

overwhelmingly Christian) have consistently surrendered their duty to critically examine their 

government‘s call for war (a charge that might also be made against the U.S. Congress and the 

fourth estate), preferring instead to allow the president and Pentagon to make such judgments 

and seeing ourselves as obliged merely to support the war.
43

 More recently, of course, this 

support for war – or, at least an unwillingness to oppose the war – has been expressed as support 

for the troops, allowing citizens to wear yellow ribbons instead of engaging in a critical 

conversation about the merits and demerits of the present war.  
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 Bacevich makes a parallel complaint, arguing that since Reagan U.S. leaders have been 

happy to extol the virtues of the military, but unwilling to require the American public to make 

significant sacrifices for the Cold War, the war on terror or the current war in Iraq. No longer 

pressed into service by a military draft, and relieved of the traditional burden of higher taxes in 

wartime, America‘s citizenry has been encouraged to slough off its larger duties to the war 

effort, outsourcing these responsibilities to a professional class of soldiers.
44

 

 Under America‘s new militarism citizens and politicians have failed to do the heavy 

lifting required of democratic societies, surrendering their civic and moral obligations to critique 

and debate their nation‘s call to arms and reverting to a warrior‘s code more appropriate of 

Henry V‘s soldiers at Agincourt.
45

    

 

The Dangers of a Warrior‘s Ethic.  

 With Hollywood and Washington extolling the virtues of the military and offering a 

warrior‘s code as America‘s war ethic, it is critical to sound an alarm about the dangers this 

approach poses to our democracy and to a just ethic of war. The warrior‘s code proposed in neo-

patriotic films and implied in repeated calls to simply support the troops directs democratic 

citizen to surrender their civic and moral obligation to wrestle with the larger issues of war and 

peace. This code is too narrowly focused, ignoring not only the larger and more complex 

questions about when a nation should go to war, but overlooking or marginalizing the civilians 

who make up the vast majority of modern war‘s victims. At the same time it is increasingly 

unrealistic, given the rise of a warrior class completely unconstrained by even minimal moral 

concerns. And under this code the citizen‘s duty to support the troops is too easily translated into 
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an obligation to support the war. Indeed, a call to support the troops can serve as a summons to 

support endless and unlimited war. 

 In an essay on the rhetorical impact of neo-patriotic films like Saving Private Ryan and 

Black Hawk Down, Stephen Klien notes that through the idealization of combat soldiers and the 

exultation of the warrior‘s code they are shown to follow in the hell of battle, American 

audiences are encouraged to discount their political and moral duties as citizens to engage in the 

fray of civic discourse and critically analyze their nation‘s call to arms, embracing instead an 

adulatory reverence and support for the heroic troops whose unflinching sacrifice and suffering 

is presented to our lustful eyes with such graphic hyperrealism.
46

  

 For though the gruesome violence of these films seems to offer a critique of war and to 

challenge the authorities and policies that placed these brave soldiers in harm‘s way, the gritty 

hyperrealism and violence with which these films assault our senses, combined with the naïve 

idealism of their sanitized portrayal of American soldiers, exults the warrior and his code while 

marginalizing or trivializing the activities of anyone not actively engaged in his fight or defense. 

In the unquestionably realistic setting of the cinematic battlefield there is room for friend or foe, 

but not for the abstract complexities of civic discourse or for the rough and tumble back and 

forth of political debate.
47

 This is a pre-democratic arena, where soldiers and subjects answer the 

call to arms and come to the aid of their comrades. Anything else is folly.  As one of the heroes 

of Black Hawk Down  argues when asked what he thinks about America‘s incursion into 

Somalia,  ―Don't really matter what I think. Once that first bullet goes past your head, politics 

and all that shit just goes right out the window.‖         

 Christopher Hayes makes a similar argument about pro-soldier movies and the larger 

celebration of the World War generation in the works of Stephen Ambrose and Tom Brokaw. 
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According to Hayes, these neo-patriotic films and narratives advance ―the Cult of the Soldier,‖ 

displacing the messy and ambiguous work of politics with the clarity and camaraderie of combat. 

But, ―when politics dies,‖ Hayes warns, ―when it is suffocated underneath the warm blanket of 

patriotic consensus, the conscience of the republic dies along with it.‖
48

   

 In the real world the result of this distracting focus on the warrior‘s code or the ―Cult of 

the Soldier‖ has been to keep Americans from examining or critiquing the actual purpose for the 

war on terror and in Iraq. For it is not that America no longer has a cause for its wars, only that 

this cause may not bear much scrutiny. According to Bacevich the wars on terror and in Iraq are 

part of a larger unacknowledged American war being waged since 1980 to secure dominance in 

the Persian Gulf.
49

 As he sees it, throughout the nearly three decades during which Hollywood 

has been producing neo-patriotic films that kept the audience‘s eyes off questions of cause and 

country, Republican and Democratic administrations have been prosecuting an undeclared and 

imperial war to secure oil. And during the same period an increasingly militaristic America has 

defended its unique brand of imperialism by claiming to use our global military dominance to 

defend and export universal moral values and human rights.
50

 In Hollywood and Washington the 

courage and virtue of soldiers have distracted audiences and citizens from the larger issues. By 

focusing on the warrior‘s code of combat loyalty we have been able to avoid asking hard 

questions about the rightness or justice of our cause. 

 The narrow focus of the warrior‘s code makes sense, given the limited perspective and 

authority of the combat soldier. World War II veteran James Finn reports that ―as a lowly 

infantry private during that conflict, I was as ignorant of the ‗big picture‘ and as unsure of where 

I was most of the time as any of the bewildered soldiers described by Tolstoy or Stendhal.‖
51

  

War journalist Chris Hedges and historian Richard Holmes both agree that the soldier‘s 
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experience of war is so chaotic and fractured that few terrified combatants can make sense of the 

scene around them, much less any larger conflict or narrative.
52

 No wonder, then, that combat 

soldiers would concern themselves exclusively with protecting each other and getting home safe, 

or that they would see their buddy in the foxhole as the reason to fight and die. 

Still, this battlefield code is no substitute for a just ethic of war. It is too narrowly 

constricted and asks too few questions. Combatants on the battlefield lack the authority to 

address questions about when a nation should go to war – questions essential to any ethic of war 

and to the workings of a democracy. Combat soldiers may be excused for focusing their attention 

so narrowly on battlefield comrades, but an adequate war ethic must address the concerns of 

civilians, especially since modern warfare is largely waged against civilians and since civilians 

make up the vast majority of the victims of contemporary warfare.
53

 A warrior‘s code that 

marginalizes or forgets civilians is a grossly inadequate war ethic.  

Moreover, the warrior‘s code followed by heroic grunts in Black Hawk Down  and 

Saving Private Ryan is out of touch with the modern reality of war. Not only do these films 

idealize the conduct of American combat troops, but they ignore the wider reality and madness 

of modern warfare. Most wars today are intra-national battles waged by militias and irregulars 

who rarely subscribe to any code of ethics, and have often been recruited specifically for their 

lack of moral restraint and readiness to commit a wide range of war crimes. In many places 

combat is waged by children lacking even a modicum of professional training or restraint; crazed 

and drugged youth capable of using modern weaponry for slaughter but hardly able to exercise 

the moral judgment or grace under fire exhibited by the heroic grunts in modern war films.  

And while these neo-patriotic films offer up images of the warrior as modern day Joe and 

Willies, bloodied and muddied grunts fighting hand to hand combat with other soldiers, more 
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and more of the killing in America‘s wars is being done from remote sites hundreds or thousands 

of miles away,
 54

 or outsourced to mercenary forces working for private military firms.
55

 It seems 

unlikely that technicians launching or piloting  missiles and bombs from  remote air bases are 

fighting and dying for the guy in the next cubicle,
 
or that employees of mercenary groups like 

Blackwater International are fighting for more than a pay check. Given this reality, the cult of the 

soldier in Saving Private Ryan seems nostalgic. 

 Finally, in the militaristic pro-soldier society described by Bacevich the ever present 

obligation to ―support the troops‖ translates far too easily into an unquestioning support for the 

policies that have sent these soldiers into harm‘s way, while Klien and Hayes argue that 

Hollywood‘s neo-patriotic films give audiences little place or encouragement to do anything but 

support the wars in which these cinematic heroes are fighting.
56

 According to Bacevich, in this 

new era of American militarism no important U.S. politician could afford to support the 

widespread antiwar protests that preceded America‘s current war in Iraq, because support for the 

troops (which is mandatory) had effectively translated into support for the war.
57

 The options 

have been reduced to oppose the war or support the troops. And anyone who failed to offer 

unquestioning support for this incursion or who raise uncomfortable moral questions about the 

war and its underlying policies has been excoriated as apostates or appeasers for practicing ―the 

politics of retreat‖ or ―surrender.‖  

 ―Support for the troops‖ swiftly becomes support for the war – regardless of whatever 

other cause or justification is being offered for the government‘s call to arms – because it is 

shorthand for support for those who have already died in battle. Christopher Hedges and Stanley 

Hauerwas describe how the deaths of war‘s first victims and the sacrifice of our troops is soon 

transformed into a holy cause that must be supported by all the citizens.
58

 Whatever other 
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reasons may have been offered earlier for the war, honoring (or avenging) these deaths and/or 

this sacrifice has now become the ultimate and unquestionable duty of all patriots. As Hedges 

puts it, ―the cause, sanctified by the dead, cannot be questioned without dishonoring the dead.‖
59

  

 The sacrifice of those who ―have given that last full measure‖ on the battlefield cries out 

like Abel‘s blood, demanding that ―we, the living‖ honor this sacrifice by making our own blood 

offering to the gods of war. Indeed, ―support the troops‖ is not merely a call to honor the soldiers 

who have fallen in this present conflict. It also serves as an intergenerational call summoning 

sons and daughters to honor the sacrifice of their elders by making a similar blood offering. 

Michael Ignatieaff argues in A Warrior‘s Honor that the vengeance which fuels the wars around 

the world ―is a desire to keep faith with the dead, to honor their memory by taking up their cause 

where they left off,‖
60

 and that attempts to break the cycle of war depend on understanding and 

addressing the moral appeal of this bond.  

 Both Saving Private Ryan and Black Hawk Down embody this call to honor the dead by 

taking up their sacrifice, recommending a support for the troops that leads inevitably to support 

for their (and other) wars. In Saving Private Ryan  the just cause of defeating Nazism and the 

Third Reich is replaced by loyalty to a fellow combatant. Support for the troops has become the 

cause, or as Tom Sizemore‘s character reports, ―the mission is a man.‖ And when a dying 

Captain Miller (Tom Hanks) commands the youthful Private Ryan to ―earn this,‖ one generation 

of warriors commands their sons to honor and imitate the sacrifice they have made.
61

 In Black 

Hawk Down the battle scene opens and closes with Eric Banan‘s character reminding the hero 

(and the audience) that the only reason a soldier (or nation?) fights is to protect one‘s troops and 

that the fighting is never over until all the troops have been rescued or honored. And, like Saving 

Private Ryan, Black Hawk Down closes with a soldier standing over the corpse of a fallen 
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comrade. Being a hero, the audience is instructed, is about honoring the fallen, which requires 

either avenging their death or imitating their sacrifice. Thus does support for the troops forge the 

endless chain of war.
62

 

 

Conclusion 

 The hyper realistic combat films coming out of Hollywood for the last two decades seem 

at first glance to share the disgust and horror of war seen in post-Vietnam films. But these neo-

patriotic films, while rubbing their audience‘s faces in the brutality and savagery of war, are 

decidedly pro-soldier and pro-military, and function as pro-war propaganda. In heroic tales of 

courageous and honorable grunts fighting and dying for one another, audiences get a sanitized 

view of soldiers and their behavior in battle; and our lustful eyes are drawn irresistibly and 

exclusively to this small band of combatants, convincing us that they and their concerns are the 

full reality of war. Politicians and civilians, along with larger moral and national questions melt 

into the background, leaving the audience (and the citizenry) with one duty only, to admire  and 

imitate the courage and loyalty of these brave warriors. 

 The lesson of these films, that loyalty to our brave troops and attention to their immediate 

concerns are the only obligations of American audiences and citizens, has been consistently 

reinforced in an increasingly militaristic nation, where soldiers and the military have assumed 

unprecedented status and authority and where politicians, citizens and the press have been happy 

to sit in awe and watch. We need no longer wonder or worry if our cause is just or if we should 

embrace our government‘s call to arms, for we are all soldiers now – or acolytes of those brave 

warriors who go into battle. The effect of these neo-patriotic films and this new American 

militarism has been to suggest that the just war ethic may be replaced by a warrior‘s code, that 
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the role of the citizen may be supplanted by that of the soldier, and that the ballot box may now 

be discarded in favor of a yellow ribbon.  
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