In which ways does Rob Reiners A Few Good Men (1992) portray themes of power and honour? How does the sound design and film score help support this?

Rob Reiners A Few Good Men (1992) focuses on what is means to have honour which gets challenged by characters based on their power and status. Those in the marines have strict morals emphasised by the quote ‘We use words like honour, code loyalty. We use these words as the backbone of a life spent defending something. You use them as a punchline.’ that is delivered by Jack Nicholson in the final courtroom scene. The navy lawyers in this film are looked down upon as shown within this films quote but they challenge this as they fight for justice revealing the main antagonist’s lack of all three. This essay will be analysing how the films sound design and film score drives these power dynamics creating moral dilemmas about power and honour. The main point looking at how sound design effectively demonstrates ‘The film's exploration of power dynamics resonated with viewers, prompting reflection on institutional authority and individual conscience.’ (Few, A). 

How does the use of a film score draw the audience’s attention to the film’s themes?
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The opening scene of the film uses a film score to set the films tone. The film score uses a contrast in instruments and pitch which changes the tone halfway through and ‘By changing the tone or tempo of the music, the audience can feel the foretaste of a major change in the plot’ (Shen.S). During the very start of this sequence the score uses a high pitched piano with a fast tempo creating more suspense as it gives the impression that the characters in uniform are about to do something they should not. This is also highlighted with the string instruments used throughout particularly as they walk into the bedroom. The slower pace as the enter to complete the code red creates a cold atmosphere because Santiago is peacefully asleep making him more vulnerable. The use of ambient diegetic sounds such as the crickets at the very beginning of the scene suggest that everything is in order. This contrast with Santiagos struggle and the ripping of the tape make the audience concerned for his safety. Having this ambiance supported with a film score makes the audience more anxious. It also starts to make the audience question what it means to be in the military as this introduction challenges their views of authority.

Halfway through the scene there is an abrupt cut to the American flag and the scores tone and tempo changes to a military genre and the band is presented on screen. This completely changes the tone because the instruments used within the genre represent how the military is considered honourable as people are fighting for their country. Instruments like the trumpets and drums help the audience feel uplifted as they are in the organised professional environment they expect to see. During this part of the opening the soldiers marching and gun routine is in sync with the drumming continues after the band finishes which emphasises the strict code and routine soldiers go through in order to be given the opportunity to serve their country. It gives the audience optimism compared to the start of the scene where the footsteps were not in sync almost making them louder to emphasise who had the control. The shift in tone and tempo makes the audience foretaste that they can be wishful that there will be justice for the crime they just saw. It makes everyone seem unified compared to creating a clear power divide between the characters who should be on the same level of power causing audiences to expect them to have equal amounts of respect for each other as they follow the same values and morals.

How does sound design and a film score start to link with character dynamics within the film’s themes?
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The opening of this scene uses some emotional underscoring to make the audience feel some amount of sorrow towards Markinsons death. However, the low pitch and uses of string instruments like the violin almost make him seem cowardly emphasising that the reason he is committing suicide is because he does not want to speak up because of his high status and fear of what Jessup could do to him because of contrasting power and status. This challenges the audience’s idea of authority and how these high positioned are unquestionably honoured. This is also presented through the use of a voice over increasing how disloyal and unhonourable Markinson is being not going into court to confess. Markinsons suicide note as a voiceover brings out the weakness in him emphasising that he could not handle the shame of revealing the crime he watched happen. It is also contradicting because despite it making him seem weak, he dresses in his uniform and his mannerisms are very formal making him look stronger. This is also presented through the diegetic sounds of the sword and getting dressed. It indicates that he is doing it as a way to keep some of his dignity and honour making those who knew him keep the respect, they had for him. This challenges the audiences view on honour as they feel they should because of his power and status but he has not followed what his military position stands for. Michel Chions theory on audio-visuals looks at the taking away of sound we see on screen and replacing it with something else that sounds similar. In this scene audio-visuals are used for the gunshot at the scene cuts to the courtroom, so we do not see the impact of the gunfire despite hearing it happen through the thunder that makes the transition. This is impactful as it allows the audience to understand that the protagonists are in trouble because they lost their most valuable witness. It makes us feel frustrated because it makes us think that justice may be unachievable due to Markinsons lack of honour, code and loyalty that he should be driving his moral compass to set an example to others. 

This particular courtroom scene shows that ‘The full range of human emotions can be expressed in the courtroom with the highly charged atmosphere of a tense case providing an ideal backdrop.’ argued by Osborn, G. It is shows this through the use of more emotional underscoring as well as off screen/on screen diegetic sound. The use of silence at the beginning as the first few questions are asked is effective because of the on screen/off screen diegetic as they are asked. We see the reactions of characters creates a calming atmosphere to begin with as everything is in order. This makes the audience believe that despite what they did was wrong the people in the wrong are those we believe should be the most respectable because they have the highest status. Confusion is sparked when Captain Jack Ross asks questions. The sound design for the writing of the pen is effective as you cannot hear them writing except for when they write the question marks. It creates a sense of fear and uncertainty as the audience understands that they were unprepared for what Ross is going to ask. The confusion is aggravating because of the amount of preparation we see in previous scenes that gave everyone a sense of security that everything was in order. We build nerves for Private Downey during his official questioning. When the film score begins as Captain Jack Ross is asking questions tension builds and the audience’s confusion only increases. The slow pace of the film score matches Captain Ross’s footsteps that are also heard off screen. This creates a more tedious because we are forced to hear his points and questions as that we are forced to look at Ross but the footsteps off screen make us understand that he has the upper hand. The sound design changes the atmosphere on a high level it emphasizes the severity of the case as the is lack of evidence to proof the code red was ordered and there are now two inconveniences that could destroy all hopes of justice. The increase in pitch in the film score could match the blood pressure and heart rate of the protagonists because of the stress of what is going on. It portrays a range of emotions going through the journey with multiple protagonists we are not looking through one lens throughout the entirety of the film. In this scene we are sided with Downey and when panics the off screen diegetic as Galloway shouts about Downey’s rights makes us feel both stressed and annoyed as we feel sorry for Downey. The silence from Kaffee and Weinberg makes us think that it will be ok because they are not showing their concern. This is also achieved as Dawson commands Downey to answer the question. Although the tension is consistent a range of emotions are presented challenging views on authority as we start to question how the code red was ordered.

How does a combination of sound design and film score create a clear distinction between what characters hold true power and honour clearing some of the reflections about the films themes in previous scenes?
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This finale shows ‘The conflict between internal vs external status is obvious right from the beginning as Jessup never ceases to demonstrate that he has a higher social status rank than Kaffee. Jessup’s linguistic behaviour is impolite towards Kaffee as he even insults him…on some of their earlier encounters.’ (Gregori-Signes, C). This is evident through the sound of silence making diegetic louder. The door opening for Jessup sounds echoes in the silence which emphasises his status. Jessup entrance after the doors open is more dramatic because the door opening and his footsteps are heard separately. This creates a clear conflict between Jessup and Kaffee because the sharp footsteps indicate that Jessup feels untouchable and Kaffee is wrong to question his authority. This conflict starts to shift through the diegetic sound of the paper rustling as Kaffee is passed an anonymous note which continues off screen, so we see Jessup’s concerned reaction as he is clueless to what the note is about. This diegetic sound creates a shift with who has the power because it makes it very clear that Kaffee has some advantage that aggravates Jessup. This makes the audience feel hope as they are excited about what the information could be as. The rustling becomes more impactful because the audience do not need to see what was written on it to understand that Jessup has become more vulnerable.

This challenges the meaning of honour and moral dilemmas because there is ‘, both Caffy and Jessup, representing two competing systems of power and order’ ‘For Jessup, it is the fact that in a court of law, he is responsible to the rules of law and its representatives despite his towering rank in the Armed Forces. For Caffy, it is the revelation of something as conclusive and unambiguous as the truth of a situation that drives his argument and wins over the jury.’  (Silbey, J). The use of silence is effective to emphasise this specifically with the line ‘We use words like honour, code loyalty. We use these words as the backbone of a life spent defending something. You use them as a punchline.’ because it is Jessup’s way of asserting his dominance after being humiliated by accusations. This sound design draws the audience’s attention to the irony of Jessup’s rank and status representing the perfect role model for Kaffee but he has been deceptive throughout the whole film because he knew the code red would kill Santiago due to medical issues. Jessup becomes more unlikeable because he abused the power and status he has because Dawson and Downey are trained to follow the honour, code and loyalty that is expected. The moral dilemma of what honour is gets cleared by Jessup’s confession. The use of silence with the off screen/on screen dialogue as characters are interrupting each and reacting each other. The sound design shifts the narrative as the roles officially reverse when justice is finally reached. Silence after the confession is effective because you can hear the ambience of the courtroom leaving everyone to just sit and process what just happened. It is effective because it amplifies the shock factor because everyone in the courtroom is as confused about what Kaffee’s challenge of authority was morally right. 

The use of sound design ‘…demonstrates the importance of ethical decision-making, even in high-pressure situations, and the need to challenge authority when necessary to uphold the principles of justice and fairness.’ (Narayana. U, L). When Jessup tries to attack Kaffee out of pure rage and disbelief the continuation of the silence, ambiance and on screen/off screen diegetic is powerful because it holds more meaning about how Kaffee is the one more ethically correct despite his lower status, he knew that justice needed bringing to light. The sound of Jessup pulling his jacket down and picking up the hat is significant because it enhances how reluctant he is to accept the fact that Kaffee got the better of him. It contrasts to Markinsons uniform sounds because he thought his power and status was indestructible. Jessup’s footsteps as he walks away being loud despite the camera being far away is effective as the audience feels a bigger sense of relief that he walked in thinking his crime would go unseen and away the criminal that needed to be revealed. His aggressive walk away seems like a childish attempt to try and assert dominance. 

The sentencing of Downey and Dawson reveals what honour is and how power and status is not needed for it to be present. The relationship between Downey and Kaffee is significant in this because ‘They remind us that true strength lies not in power or dominance, but in the steadfast adherence to one’s principles.’ (Adam). Kaffees line of ‘You don’t need to wear a badge on your arm to have honour’ has more meaning through the use of the emotional underscoring by the film score. This is a pivotal moment in the film because it highlights that honour comes from anyone that choses to do what is right. This also highlights that Kaffee is now has the most power and status in the film because his morals were one-hundred percent pure making him the most influential to those around him. The emotional underscoring does this again as Galloway and Kaffee look at each other and say nothing to each other. The film score told the audience that Galloway had warmed up to Kaffee and saw him for the good lawyer he is because Kaffee because of is growth. The score being the dominant source of sound as Kaffee is left in the courtroom shows he now has full belief in himself and is fighting for justice because it is his passion, not because everyone expects him to be a good lawyer because of following a rule book. 

Overall, the film establishes how power and status effects what is means to have honour through the use of its sound design and film score. ‘The film's exploration of power dynamics resonated with viewers, prompting reflection on institutional authority and individual conscience.’ (Few, A) because audiences establish that not everything that gets presented on the service is true and it is important to be somewhat sceptical because if you trust and believe everything you hear you could get in trouble. You need to have confidence in your own morals not necessarily what those superior to you make you believe. The audience understands that do something honourable you do not need to have high status and power over others.  The film score is the most significant element of portraying the themes of power and honour in the ways it does. The choice of emotional underscoring, use of silence and on screen/off screen diegetic sounds influence audiences to speak up when something is wrong. 
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