The Symbiotic nature of war and Hollywood cinema in the captivation of the global audience

Over the years, War and Hollywood have been combined to make films. One example of their collaboration is that during World War II, Hollywood directors joined the U.S military to film actual battles.[footnoteRef:1] During World War II, many Hollywood directors joined military units and were embedded within them to record and collect information on the war.[footnoteRef:2] For example, Hollywood filmed the war, but the government used it to control how the war was shown to the public. John Ford, a famous director, even created the Naval Volunteer Photographic Unit to record the War.[footnoteRef:3] War gives Hollywood inspiration for creating dramatic strong stories within cinema. This enables the audience to emotionally connect with war, creating a symbiotic relationship where both war and cinema connect and influence one another. This enables films to be produced to entertain and persuade its global audience.  [1:  BBC NEWS, How Hollywood Directors Became Part of the US War Effort in World War II, produced by Ashley Semler and edited by Marc Allard, 6 March 2014, How Hollywood directors became part of the US war effort in World War II - BBC News (accessed 6 July 2026).]  [2:  Ibid]  [3:  Ibid] 

For example, the U.S. government even wrote a manual telling Hollywood how to show the war in their films to mainly to influence public opinion.[footnoteRef:4] On the other hand, Hollywood and war became closely connected because films were one of the easiest ways for people to understand what was happening. Films became easier to understand events rather than finding out information through newspapers or speeches, leading to cinema becoming more popular to show events from the war.[footnoteRef:5] Davis states that ‘the most powerful instrument of propaganda in the world, whether it tries to be or not’.[footnoteRef:6] This suggests that cinema could act as propaganda even when it didn’t look like it, which made it important for the world effort.  [4:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘What to Show the World: The Office of War Information and Hollywood, 1942–1945’, The Journal of American History, 64.1 (1977), 87–105 (p.89).]  [5:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘What to Show the World: The Office of War Information and Hollywood, 1942–1945’, The Journal of American History, 64.1 (1977), 87–105 (p. 89).]  [6:  Ibid] 

The passage shows this when it says that ‘Hollywood reached over eighty million viewers a week,’ which was more than the newspapers could do.[footnoteRef:7] This proves that film could influence global opinion just by everyday watchers.  [7:  Ibid] 

This essay will develop a critical analysis of the relationship between Hollywood and the US government during wartime, exploring into how cinema was used to entertain and to influence public opinion. It will also argue what an appropriate and ethical relationship between government and film should be, especially in relation to propaganda and audience impact. I will also look at how both sides benefit: Hollywood works with strong stories and how the government receives support from the public. With Hollywood using war to create emotional and intense films, and the government using war for public gain.
The Symbiotic relationship between war and Hollywood is evident in the way the U.S. government and film industry worked together during World War II.[footnoteRef:8] The U.S. government created the Office of War Information, which helped to influence what content Hollywood showed in its films during the war.[footnoteRef:9] The Office of War information created better understanding of the war to enable support to be built for it.[footnoteRef:10] The relationship is also symbiotic because Hollywood is able to find good stories in war, and the government is able to have films that make the military look strong and positive. [8:  Ibid., p. 87]  [9:  Ibid., p. 89]  [10:  Ibid., p. 88] 




[footnoteRef:11] For example BBC News shows that when early war films such as the Battle of Somme were shown, many viewers wanted to see the true events of war, as they were only allowed to view controlled and approved footage rather than the accurate events of war.[footnoteRef:12] Helping to show the military in a positive way, making the government look good.[footnoteRef:13]  This controlled footage raises questions about whether the public should receive an uncensored view of war rather than the government-approved approach. [11:  Editor’s information: Reeled into Complacency: How the CIA and the Pentagon use Hollywood to Shape Our ideas About Friends and Enemies,’ The American Journal of Economics and Sociology, 76.2 (2017), (p. 238–239). ]  [12:  Vincent Dowd, ‘How WWI Shaped the Nature of Filmed News,’ BBC News, 10 November 2018, How WWI shaped the nature of filmed news - BBC News (accessed 14 July 2026).]  [13:  Ibid] 

Hollywood avoided political issues because it relied on government support, and the Office of War Information encouraged films that focused on heroism rather than controversial subjects.[footnoteRef:14] Hollywood also wanted to keep a positive relationship with the government, as they had access to soldiers, military equipment, and permission to film from them, so they had to keep them on side.[footnoteRef:15] Hollywood did not want their films dividing people, so it was easier for them to stay away from political subjects. The OWI were also able to help Hollywood in addressing racial issues within their films.[footnoteRef:16] For example the OWI helped Hollywood on how to improve how Black Americans were shown in films, for example by supporting The Negro Soldier (1944).[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘What to Show the World: The Office of War Information and Hollywood, 1942–1945’, The Journal of American History, 64.1 (1977), 87–105 (p. 91).]  [15:  Ibid ]  [16:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘Blacks, Loyalty, and Motion-Picture Propaganda in World War II’, The Journal of American History, 73.2 (1986), 383–406 (p. 391).]  [17:  Ibid] 




Very few films made showed the enemy, and even those were mainly spies or villains. For example, The Ox-Bow Incident was counted as a war film as it shows the mob acting unfairly, which Jones states was similar to how fascists behaved.[footnoteRef:18] It also says that spies were included because they show things like spying and sabotage.[footnoteRef:19] This shows Hollywood often used simple stories about fear, spies, or mob behaviour to cover up true events of the war, to avoid political issues, making some films different from others. [18:  Dorothy B. Jones, ‘The Hollywood War Film: 1942–1944’, Hollywood Quarterly, 1.1 (1945), 1–19 (p. 2).]  [19:  Ibid] 

 Many films did not cover topics around the war such as the reason for it, the United Nations, and politics. Hollywood would avoid complex issues with most of their films being simple. The government wrote a manual advising Hollywood how they should show the war. [footnoteRef:20] This shows how the government used Hollywood to influence public opinion, while Hollywood relied on the war for captivating stories and significantly large audiences.   [20:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘What to Show the World: The Office of War Information and Hollywood, 1942–1945’ The Journal of American History, 64.1 (1977), (p. 91). ] 

War films attract people from all over the world because they are exciting, emotional, and based on true stories and events. Many viewers enjoy watching war films as they show danger, bravery, and survival. Even if someone has never been in or witnessed a war, they can still understand the feelings shown in these films, such as fear, courage, sadness, and hope. This makes war films easier for the audience to connect with. War films also help people to learn about history in an easy and simple way. War films are also good for educational purposes. For example, films like Saving Private Ryan, helps viewers understand the danger and emotion of the battle.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Mark Allison, ‘How Saving Private Ryan’s D-Day Sequence Changed the Way We See War’. BBC Culture, 6 June 2024. How Saving Private Ryan's D-Day sequence changed the way we see war - BBC Culture (accessed 17 July 2026).] 


Hollywood also uses special effects, music, and dramatic scenes to make war films feel powerful and connective. Significant battle scenes, loud explosions, and emotional moments keep the audience interested to watch more and more. Helping the events of the film to stand out more to keep viewers captivated by the events taking place. Hollywood’s main out-put was on war films; they rarely did anything else. Jones shows that Hollywood made over two hundred war films during World War II.[footnoteRef:22] This meant that war gave Hollywood continuous material to work with, as well as big audiences.[footnoteRef:23] Some films made by Hollywood tried to show people what they were fighting for, however some films were very vague and did not always make this obvious, meaning the audiences didn’t have much knowledge from some of the films.[footnoteRef:24] For example, the BBC state that film studios used special effects to create fake wartime scenes, showing that visuals in World War II were not always accurate- just like some Hollywood films that didn’t fully explain what people were fighting for.[footnoteRef:25] For example, some early Hollywood films focused more on action than explaining what the war was about.[footnoteRef:26] [22:  Dorothy B. Jones, ‘The Hollywood War Film: 1942–1944’, Hollywood Quarterly, 1.1 (1945), 1–19 (p. 4).]  [23:  Ibid]  [24:  Ibid]  [25:  Julia Leonard, ‘How the British Film Industry Helped Win the World War II’, BBC NEWS,24 August 2013/ How the British film industry helped win World War II - BBC News (accessed 16 July 2026).]  [26:  Ibid] 

On the other hand, some Wartime films delved into significantly larger ideas behind the war. Watch on the Rhine, was popular due to the film showing the fight against fascism.[footnoteRef:27] In 1944, Hollywood also started to establish films around peace as well as the outcome from the war, such as Wilson and None Shall Escape, which helped the audience to understand problematic subjects such as war crimes.[footnoteRef:28] Hollywood also made films about the enemy to explain fascism; while explaining why it was a threat.[footnoteRef:29] Hollywood were good at captivating audiences to watch their films as their audiences felt that they could understand the reasoning of the war from them.  [27:  Ibid]  [28:  Ibid]  [29:  Ibid] 

Hollywood is able to turn war into an emotional story; where it makes sense. War is often confusing and the audience do not always understand why it is happening. This is where Hollywood is able to explain this in further detail through their films to create an easy understanding of events. Making war feel more personal and emotional to the viewer. Hollywood is able to use special effects, music, and dramatic scenes to make war look exciting or terrifying. Hollywood does this to make sure global audiences stay captivated. 
Governments have always understood that films can influence how people feel about war. During conflicts, the military often works with Hollywood by allowing access to bases, equipment, and soldiers- this is only if the film shows the military in a positive way. Some war films show the war in a light way, not showing some of the real terrors of war, keeping events sheltered throughout films. This way they do not force people to politically engage by sending political messages, however they peacefully encourage the audience to support the army or to simply trust the government, without making it too forceful. For example, the film Top Gun, was made with military support, but it avoids political messages and focuses on action and heroism.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Top Gun: Maverick Betrays Hollywood’s Weakness in China’, BBC News, 9 June 2022. Top Gun: Maverick betrays Hollywood's weakness in China - BBC News (accessed 17 July 2026).] 

War films attract individuals globally due to the mixed action shown, with people being able to learn past history events through them. Hollywood can show bravery, fear, loss, and survival, which helps viewers to relate based on their own experiences, making them want to watch more. War films are also able to understand conflicts they may have never experienced or have been a part of. Sometimes the films are not always accurate, but they give the audience a sense of what happened and why it happened making them more captivated and giving some viewers more encouragement to watch.
Hollywood often changes how individuals portray World War II by focusing on American heroes, while other countries had significant roles.[footnoteRef:31] Films like Saving Private Ryan make the soldiers look like the main victors, while stories such as Colditz are retold using well known American actors instead of the British men who were involved.[footnoteRef:32] Walsh states individuals should take caution with Hollywood War films because they often focus on American stories instead of true events.[footnoteRef:33]  [31:  Ryan Dilley, ‘Hollywood Fights the Facts,’ BBC News Online, 2 May 2000, BBC NEWS | UK | Hollywood fights the facts (accessed 6 July 2026).]  [32:  Ibid]  [33:  Ibid ] 

He explains that Hollywood likes World War II as it can be shown as a simple fight between good and bad, which makes it easier for the audience to enjoy and understand the details.[footnoteRef:34] However, audiences understand the story, but many details are still neglected. More complicated and confusing wars like those in Balkans, do not always work well for bigger films.[footnoteRef:35] He also states that modern World War II films encourage Hollywood to distance from the difficult emotional films about Vietnam.[footnoteRef:36] Louvre agrees that the new films show a clear change from the confusing way Vietnam was shown in older films.[footnoteRef:37]  [34:  Ibid ]  [35:  Ibid]  [36:  Ibid ]  [37:  Ibid] 

The American Journal of Economics and Sociology argues that Hollywood often works closely with the U.S. security agencies like the CIA and Pentagon, raising questions about whether these agencies achieve the results they require, and whether promoting idealised versions of American Military power is good for the public.[footnoteRef:38] It also suggests that war films simplify or distort reality. Which may lead to harming public understanding rather than strengthening it. Hollywood and the U.S. establishment work together in a way that benefits both sides.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  Editor’s information: Reeled into Complacency: How the CIA and the Pentagon use Hollywood to Shape Our ideas About Friends and Enemies,’ The American Journal of Economics and Sociology, 76.2 (2017), (p. 240).]  [39:  Ibid., p. 238.] 

With movie studios broadcasting exciting films making America look strong and powerful, allowing them to make more money and for the government to stand out.[footnoteRef:40] The films help to promote and show the U.S. military without feeling like obvious propaganda.[footnoteRef:41] As audiences enjoy the action and drama, which helps to also support America’s image all over the world. This makes Hollywood’s films a subtle but effective tool for influencing global viewers. [40:  Ibid]  [41:  Ibid] 

During World War II, the close connection between Hollywood and the military which can be seen through director John Ford.[footnoteRef:42] Ford was one of the most significant film makers to join the war-effort.[footnoteRef:43] He signed up a long time before the United States entered the war.[footnoteRef:44] He worked hard to make sure the filming was done at a high standard, by training staff.[footnoteRef:45] This then led to him creating the Naval Volunteer Photographic Unit.  [42:  ‘Five Came Back: How Hollywood Fought World War II,’ BBC Culture, 26 March 2014 Five Came Back: How Hollywood fought World War II - BBC Culture (accessed 8 July 2026).]  [43:  Ibid]  [44:  Ibid]  [45:  Ibid] 

This highlights that Hollywood’s skills were important to the military, and film makers were willing to leave their everyday jobs to help with the war. Ford’s actions show that Hollywood were not just watching film from a distance, they were up close with the action to grab the best shots. His work shows the strong relationship between war and cinema, where the military needed Hollywood’s experience and Hollywood were able to create stories of the war that global audiences would watch in the future to learn all about past historical experiences. 
On the other hand, during the Cold War, Hollywood were still working with the government.[footnoteRef:46] Films were used to make America look strong and to show communism as a danger. Shaw explains that Hollywood became a way for America to influence individuals through culture, using film to form opinions without the added violence of fighting.[footnoteRef:47] This shows that the relationship between Hollywood and politics continued after the World War II, with both sides still helping each other.  [46:  Nick Cull, ‘The Cold War on the Silver Screen’, review of Hollywood’s Cold War, by Tony Shaw, Diplomatic History, 33.2 (2009), (p.357).]  [47:  Ibid.] 

In some countries, like Vietnam, the film industry grew during the times of war.[footnoteRef:48] Films were made to show real events, support national pride, and explain the country’s side of conflict.[footnoteRef:49] War influenced how film was made and how they were produced. This connects to Hollywood because war also gives them stories to turn into films. During the war Vietnam had limited equipment and film stock.[footnoteRef:50] This forced them into the centre of the war amongst the violence, also with war limiting what films could be made, going from simple documentaries to war films that people could watch. [48:  John Charlot, ‘Vietnamese Cinema: First Views,’ Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 22.1 (1991), (p.36).]  [49:  Ibid]  [50:  Ibid] 

Moreover, in Vietnam, the film industry also shows how war and cinema can grow together over time. Vietnam film studios developed during lengthy periods of conflict; filmmakers often had to work in very difficult conditions.[footnoteRef:51] They did not have modern equipment, large budgets, or special effects like Hollywood. Instead, they used whatever they had, sometimes filming real battles because they could not afford models or staged scenes.  Vietnam shows that the relationship with Hollywood was needed to be able to document the raw battles of war, as due to Vietnams struggles this wouldn’t have been achieved without Vietnam working in collaboration with Hollywood. War affects film industries in many countries, not just in Vietnam. This was a post-war example of how film and conflict stayed linked. This also shows that the link between war and cinema happens everywhere, even in places with fewer resources.  [51:  Ibid] 

On the other hand, during the war, Hollywood film premieres changed significantly. Events like the release of This is the Army was no longer about glamour and celebrities.[footnoteRef:52] Instead, they focused on honouring soldiers and raising money for the war effort.[footnoteRef:53] Crowds of people were replaced with calmer organised events that promoted patriotic messages.[footnoteRef:54] This evidence how Hollywood adapted to wartime life, using film to promote the country rather than celebrate fame. Mixing military ideas with film culture helped individuals to grasp a good understanding of the war.  [52:  David Karnes, ‘The Glamourous Crowd: Hollywood Movie Premieres Between the Wars,’ American Quarterly, 38.4 (1986), (p. 568).]  [53:  Ibid]  [54:  Ibid] 

Modern films about the Iraq War show how complex it is for Hollywood to represent conflict that never had a clear narrative. McKelvey points out that there is a ‘disparity between those who have fought in Iraq and those who have not,’[footnoteRef:55] making it difficult for filmmakers to make stories that feel true to veterans and still make sense to civilian audiences. Early Iraq films often showed soldiers as having confidence, but as the war changed, most of the films changed too.[footnoteRef:56] Films were starting to focus more on combat rather than the difficulty of returning home.[footnoteRef:57] McKelvey notes that a defining Iraq War film ‘may be some time, if ever,’ suggesting that Hollywood is trying to understand how to portray this modern conflict.[footnoteRef:58] Some of these films were the true facts were not represented was Home of the Brave (2006) and, In the Valley of Elah (2007).[footnoteRef:59] These are good examples, as it shows Hollywood struggled to portray the Iraq War clearly, which supports McKelvey’s point.  [55:  Tara McKelvey, ‘Iraq, Camera, Action: Films Struggle with War’s Legacy,’ BBC News, 17 March 2013 Iraq, camera, action: Films struggle with war's legacy - BBC News (accessed 9 July 2026).]  [56:  Ibid]  [57:  Ibid]  [58:  Ibid]  [59:  Ibid] 

Hollywood’s war films have changed significantly over time.[footnoteRef:60] Hollywood films are now more factual, showing the real events of war.[footnoteRef:61] In the past war films were shown as positive, showing unrealistic events, failing to show the true terror and fear of war.[footnoteRef:62] Today’s war films are more informative for audiences, giving global audiences a better understanding of past events. Films are now capturing the feelings and trauma that soldiers endured during the war, rather than sheltering the audience from the bad scenes.[footnoteRef:63] For years audiences wanted clearer factual footage from the war, as cameramen couldn’t always get up close to the battle so most of the footage was controlled and staged. ￼ One of the filmmakers Peter Jackson looked to improve old footage by colourizing it, making it clearer for individuals to watch. This shows that Hollywood evolved over time.[footnoteRef:64] [60:  Vincent Dowd, ‘How WWI Shaped the Nature of Filmed News’, BBC News, 10 November 2018. How WWI shaped the nature of filmed news - BBC News (accessed 16 July 2026).]  [61:  Ibid]  [62:  Ibid]  [63:  Ibid]  [64:  Ibid] 

When analysing this essay, it becomes clear that the relationship between Hollywood and the government was far from balanced, and war films were often used for manipulation rather than just entertainment, this can be seen in how the films were staged and controlled by the government only disclosing information that they wanted the public to see.[footnoteRef:65] Even with Hollywood’s films being exciting and emotional, it is evident from research collected throughout this essay that they also acted in propaganda. For example, when the manual was created telling Hollywood how the films should be made by the government,[footnoteRef:66] this shows that the films were not made with accurate information of events.  [65:  Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black, ‘What to Show the World: The Office of War Information and Hollywood, 1942–1945’, The Journal of American History, 64.1 (1977), 87–105 (p.89).]  [66:  Ibid] 

Another example was that Hollywood avoided political details and kept footage simple[footnoteRef:67], instead of explaining the real reasons behind war, making war look positive, which showed a form of public manipulation on both sides, as viewers were not shown accurate information. Especially with Hollywood showing staged scenes, were viewers thought they were watching the true events of the war,[footnoteRef:68] this could be negative in the fact of educational purposes and the danger of people being influenced by the government and Hollywood on war films where certain events did not happen, again this can also be seen as propaganda. These examples show that films were not just for entertainment purposes, they were purely used to guide public opinion and support the governments message. Due to this, the relationship between Hollywood and the government was not a nuanced balance. It headed more towards propaganda and controlled interoperation than factual education. [67:  Ibid., p. 91]  [68:  Ibid., p. 89] 

In conclusion, Hollywood and the government have always linked a strong connection, especially when it comes to war films, this connection has influenced how the audience see conflict. The government has worked with filmmakers to guide them on how war should be shown globally, to influence public opinion and spread national messages. In this essay, I have argued that this relationship has been both positive and challenging at times. Hollywood has changed over time by opening up footage and sharing more factual events with the public. Hollywood have also helped the government to show war films without becoming politically involved. 
Hollywood has changed and become more critical of war as time goes on. Modern films tend to show emotional damage of war instead of presenting war as simple or heroic. This highlights that Hollywood has now been able to move beyond government influence and make their own decisions on how films should be presented involving events of the war. Due to this I feel the relationship between Hollywood and the government should now be equal, as they should be able to work together when necessary, however I feel that filmmakers should stay independent with their creations so that war can be presented with honesty. 
This allows for cinema to connect with audiences globally keeping a symbiotic relationship with others, and not a controlling one. Meaning Hollywood gain access to information needed and resources, while the government can make sure the footage being shown is factual and represents the war event well. This is important also for educational purposes so people can learn important facts and see the lengths that most went to capture the footage on live battle fields to be able to get an accurate version of events for the general public. 

Hollywood has also evidently helped individuals to understand war by turning terrifying events into emotional and captivating stories. This shows there is conflict, war films try to entertain people, but this can mean important facts are left out. Some individuals are able to relate to conflict within war, through their own experiences, giving them a sense that past events are never forgotten. For many viewers war films are a good educational way to learn about history. However there have also been many negatives throughout this essay when exploring this topic due to Hollywood working closely with the government, war can be shown in a simple or one-sided way. 

With many films being staged or hiding the truth of factual events of the war, audiences were given a limited picture of what was really happening. This raises a complex issue when films support government messages, is that helpful guidance or is it a form of persuasion? This can be hard to judge as sometimes it helps people to learn important events, however it can become confusing when people are not being shown the true events of war and could misinterpret the truth.
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