Reflecting Reality?

Document Review: Wag the Dog

“We’re not going to have a war, we’re going to have the appearance of a war”


The film Wag the Dog is all about the relationship (or lack thereof) between appearance and truth.  While there is no actual war in Wag the Dog, political consultant Conrad Brean (Robert De Niro) teams up with Hollywood producer Stanley Motss (Dustin Hoffmann) and White House aide Winifred Ames (Anne Heche) to create the realistic appearance of a war.  They want this war to distract the public from accusations of presidential misconduct for the remaining days before the President faces re-election.  


At the beginning of this course, we discussed Roland Barthes’ work and particularly how “language is always on the side of power.”  This movie shows even more explicitly how the media and art is a source of power.


There are many instances that display the Media’s power over the populace.  Conrad continually points out that the American Public accepted the first Gulf War because of one video.  At one point, he even says, “What's the thing people remember about the Gulf War? A bomb falling down a chimney. Let me tell you something: I was in the building where we filmed that with a 10-inch model made out of Legos.” After being asked whether or not that’s true, his response is “Who the hell's to say?”  He hints that because the American public reacted as if the bomb really did fall down the chimney, it does not matter whether it actually did or not.
This precedence of appearance over truth is of course the central theme of this movie.  In the intersection that this movie presents between fantastical Hollywood and political policy, a truthful basis is in fact irrelevant.  As Conrad points out early in the movie, “it’s a story, what does it matter if it’s true?”  In creating the appearance of a war, and thus in creating reality, art clearly has more power than truth in this movie.  

This sentiment certainly reflects other media forms.  In particular, the movie’s entire satirical nature resembles that of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22. Wikipedia points out the “apparent logical irrationality” in Heller’s text, noting that he often says things like, “The case against Clevinger was open and shut. The only thing missing was something to charge him with.”
  This same logical irrationality is certainly present in Wag the Dog because the entire premise of the movie has this tone: they are creating a fake war, and yet somehow that idea makes sense ethically.  Nowhere is this irrationality clearer than when they are editing the Albanian refugee girl clip.  The clip begins with a girl running in costume in front of a blue screen holding a bag of potato chips.  As they replay the clip, the editors add things almost on a whim, shouting, “give me some flames” or “can we have her crossing a bridge?” moments before those exact requests find their way into the clip.  Here, they have logically created a scene and all they are missing is an actual war.  This is an incredibly clear image of media creating the appearance of reality without reality as a base.  In this way, just as it apparently did not matter that they had nothing to charge Clevinger with in Catch-22, it does not matter that the characters in Wag the Dog have no actual war to discuss.   

Outside of the movie’s plot, Wag the Dog’s artistry presents a combination of symbols that hold power over viewers like me.  In the last scene of the movie, Stanley gets into a car with secret servicemen (presumably to be killed). Conrad looks on from above through a window on which is reflected the pattern of an American flag.  All the while, the music in the background is a patriotic choral tune.  The patriotic song and flag, combined with the idea of murder and death, provide a striking juxtaposition in the same frame.  All of these symbols confuse the viewer: are we supposed to be ok that Stanley’s dying?  Is that the patriotic thing to feel?  Should we question the decision to kill him?  It is hard to justify that Stanley is dying so that a lie can survive.  This idea raises ethical questions about the worth of truth compared with one man’s life, as well as about the worth of one man versus the worth of many.


Finally, this movie as a whole is a work of art that forces viewers to think.  At the same time that the characters are manipulating the American populace by manipulating media, the film itself is also exercising power in forcing the populace to think about the general relationship between appearance and truth.  Inevitably, after seeing this movie most Americans will question whether or not some of the infamous “documentary footage” and photographs from various actual wars are based on actual events or just staged.  Like the quote that provides the basis for the title of this movie,

“Why does a dog wag its tail?  Because a dog is smarter than its tail.  If the tail were smarter, the tail would wag the dog”

the American public can question whether reality is the basis for the Media’s stories today, or whether the Media is to some degree creating the perception of reality that we see on the News everyday.  
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