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Abstract 

 

This dissertation will strive to understand the ways in which certain Hollywood films 

construct an inherently geopolitical enemy as a threat to a once fortressed nation and 

state, accounting for this construction as envisioned purely within the boundaries of the 

cinematic medium. It will, in part, use the 9/11 terrorist attacks as a potential turning 

point in the cinematic depiction of geopolitical hazards – from an external menace to 

one increasingly fought internally, at home, where the White House and president are 

the targets. This dissertation will utilise four particular Hollywood films as 

representations of the aforementioned possible switch in geopolitical agency, 

considering also how the heroic figure has evolved over time, eventually becoming a 

more accurate reflection of today’s ambiguous geopolitical atmosphere. Using 

participant interviews and self-analysis, and studying work already done by academics 

such as Jason Dittmer and Klaus Dodds, this paper will examine how paranoia 

manifests around bodies hampered by an internal threat, before concluding by 

considering how geopolitical narratives are influenced by the visual aspect of an 

naturally visual source. 
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Chapter 1: Geography and Film 

 

The reach that film has across society is undoubtedly palpable, and the effects induced 

as a result are certainly worth considering in a geographical context. Geography, by 

definition, is a relentlessly mobilising field of study that encompasses life at various levels 

and in various forms; for example, from the local individual, to national identity, to global 

terrorism. It is apt, then, that these two bodies of information circulation should 

amalgamate and offer up an intriguing area of study. The primary aim of this dissertation 

is to evaluate certain geopolitical agencies within the context of particular Hollywood films; 

agencies including an increasingly internalised threat to the nation, the evolution of a 

paranoid state of mind, the changing bodies of enemies and heroes from pre to post-9/11, 

and the impact of ambiguous imagery contained within a profusely visual art form.  

 

Klaus Dodds is a prominent geographer whose research seeks to evaluate and 

challenge how geopolitical agents manifest throughout particular visual spaces and media 

structures such as film, observing that, “the power of film lies not only in its apparent 

ubiquity but also in the way in which it helps to create (often dramatically) understandings 

of particular events, national identities and relationships to others” (Dodds, 2008:1621). 

Indeed, Dodds is backed up in his heralding of Hollywood cinema – as well as other media 

formats – as an important contributor to geopolitical thinking by many academics whose 

work will act as a collective touchstone and piece-by-piece reference point for this 

particular dissertation (Dalby, 2008; Dittmer, 2013; Dodds, 2008; Higgins & Ross, 2008). 

 

Of course, it is imperative to root any empirical research within in the language of 

geography, and specifically geopolitics. As such, this dissertation will strive to engage in 

film geographies via four overarching research questions with focus paid especially to four 

films (Figures 1.1-1.4) imbued in geopolitical landscapes: Independence Day1 (dir. Roland 

Emmerich, 1996), Arlington Road2 (dir. Mark Pellington, 1999), Olympus Has Fallen3 

                                                 
1 ID 
2 AR 
3 OHF 
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(dir. Antoine Fuqua, 2013) and White House Down4 (dir. Roland Emmerich, 2013).  

 

Firstly, I will consider how Hollywood identifies and constructs an enemy of the state 

and the subsequent threats posed by said enemy. As the years advance and the social psyche 

evolves, it is important to investigate how peril manifests as a body opposing the American 

nation. Universally developed in parallel to the enemy is the hero, another body worth 

recognising, whose ideology has been affected by the geopolitical climate reflected on 

celluloid. Next, and intrinsically linked to both the enemy and the hero, I will endeavour to 

fathom a potential neurotic state of mind generated on screen due to inflictions of individual 

paranoia. Certain characters throughout each of the four films display mania that is often 

derived from the actions of those bearing power, this mania embodied no more plainly than 

by the primary protagonist in AR, Michael Faraday. 

 

The third area of contention revolves around the terrorist attacks on New York City 

and Washington D.C. in 2001 and how those attacks continue to affect narrative creations 

of place, body and threat as seen on film. The actions of al-Qaeda, visually visceral 

penetrations of home and security, have since contributed to Martin Jay’s (1993) notion of 

‘Western ocularcentrism’, an umbrella term that I will argue continues to hold increasing 

reverence, whilst also examining any potential shifts in threat since 9/11. Finally, in 

undertaking research based on visual media it is perhaps only pertinent to consider how 

films employ and demonstrate their visualities. Accounting for what Andrew Spicer entails 

“‘impossible’ events”, this dissertation will explore the effectiveness of the various 

aforementioned geopolitical (re)imaginings given the stretching of spatial boundaries on 

screen distorting what is real and what is digital (Spicer, 2012:487). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 WHD 
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Figure 1.1 – ID poster (20th Century Fox, 1996). 
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Figure 1.2 – AR poster (Screen Gems/PolyGram Pictures, 1999). 



 9 

 

Figure 1.3 – OHF poster (FilmDistrict, 2013). 
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Figure 1.4 – WHD poster (Columbia Pictures, 2013). 
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Chapter 2: Film Geographies in Literature 

 

As briefly touched upon above, geography has been embedded within the parameters 

of Hollywood cinema and film generally since the medium’s inception. The production of 

a film in a place often ties into the various active agents – either observable or hypothetical 

– of that place, such as economic influx through film tourism (Film London, 2014) and 

cultural landmarks introduced by famous movie scenes; mourners of Robin Williams’ death 

paid their personal respects at a park bench revered for its inclusion in the late actor’s 1997 

film Good Will Hunting (Telegraph; Independent; Hollywood Reporter, 2014). It is clear 

that the physical existence of the film industry, as represented by location sets, is an 

important impactor on facets of life and therefore the study of the industry’s empirical 

effect on place is a worthy and interesting area of academic contemplation. 

 

However, this dissertation will primarily seek to consider how common threads of 

geography such as place and identity are represented on screen. Chris Lukinbeal and Stefan 

Zimmermann subscribe to the idea that film is a relevant capsule of the everyday, 

conveying their thoughts that, “Hollywood cinema rewrites history and reruns meta-stories 

in an endless mise en abyme” (Lukinbeal & Zimmermann, 2006:319). By default, the 

boundaries of film are endless, limited only really by the imagination of those in charge of 

production such as the director, and are therefore also unwavering in that these endless 

boundaries can offer a multitude of geopolitical commentaries. Hollywood cinema, a 

blanket term used by Lukinbeal and Zimmermann and, indeed, many others in reference to 

comparatively big budget films5, is therefore an instrument of real world reflection. For 

instance WHD, a big budget blockbuster, is a movie that embodies this reflection, where 

issues of geopolitics like the War on Terror are commodified within a set narrative, inverted 

and recast to an audience. 

 

And it is not only real world events that are reproduced on film, but also real world 

artefacts and symbols (Lukinbeal & Zimmermann, 2006:320). Buildings such as the White 

                                                 
5 Film budgets are notoriously large sums of money. In 2006, Forbes suggested that Hollywood film 

budgets came in at an average of $60million in the year prior (Forbes, 2006). 



 12 

House and cities like New York City and Washington D.C. are prominently paraded on 

film, generating a sense of reality and authenticity on screen whilst also producing new 

geopolitical idioms such as changing impacts on national identity and their contribution as 

relates to state security (Figure 2.1). By implementing recognisable sites that are 

perpetually saturated by geopolitical connotations, such as the White House, the 

“impossible events” that Andrew Spicer refers to are instantly imbued with realism, though 

this realism might not be regular. The relationship between geography and film is one that 

brims with undetermined agency, so much so that the potential for further examination is 

critical in understanding how everything from people to cities, and places to spaces, are 

formalised on screen. 

 

 

 

However, before contributing to any discussion relating issues of geopolitics to film 

narratives, it is crucial to understand how to interpret visual media. Gillian Rose’s ‘Visual 

Methodologies’ explores a number of interpretive methods whilst also discussing ideas 

surrounding the meaning driving these methods. Rose refers to Martin Jay’s notion of 

Western ocularcentrism, where image production and consumption has become centralised 

on Western life (Rose, 2012:2). This is the idea that media, specifically that which is visual, 

has become infatuated in and subsequently infatuated with Western realities. Rose suggests 

that a shift from premodernity to modernity – and now postmodernity to an even greater 

Figure 2.1 – The White House is shown in OHF, invoking a sense of relatability, but it 

is blown up during the film, indicating the penetration of state security in a familiar, 

normally powerful, place.  
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degree – has invited this concentrated mindset given how imbued we are in the West with 

images, exemplified by 24-hour news channels, an over-abundance of social media, and 

those constructed on film. Though Jay introduced this concept of ocularcentrism focused 

towards the West in 1993, it is absolutely still an idea that is pertinent today and perhaps 

one that now carries even more gravitas, as evidenced by the four almost explicitly 

Westernised films which we will encounter later on, each fuelled by the construction, 

meaning and reflection of Western narratives. 

 

Though Hollywood cinema, as a broad field of geographical research in itself, is one 

that perhaps has not been explored with as much rigour as other more quintessentially 

‘geographical’ areas within the subject, there are a number of geographers whose prolific 

work has greatly influenced the inception and mobilisation of this particular piece 

(Cresswell & Dixon, 2002; Dittmer, 2011, 2013; Dodds, 2008). Political geographer Jason 

Dittmer has carried out extensive research on national identity in media, applying particular 

focus to Marvel Comics’ Captain America superhero character. Dittmer’s engagement with 

Captain America has principally, though not exclusively, been founded through an 

engagement with the comic book character as opposed to the actor Chris Evans’ more 

widely recognised recent portrayal in a variety of films produced by Marvel Studios. 

 

Nevertheless, there are similarities to be found across both mediums as relates to the 

creation of a nationalist hero (or superhero), where the hero – either Captain America or a 

similarly militant protagonist in any of the four films alluded to in the introduction – is both 

a national, state creation as well as a national embodiment of heroism and the American 

Dream (Dittmer, 2013)6. In relation to Captain America specifically, Dittmer refers to a 

sense of nation-state coalescence in the form of a red, white and blue enshrouded superhero. 

Perhaps now is the time to consider the ways in which a nationalist enemy is established, 

within the American nation or elsewhere, and the threats posed by said nationalist enemy 

towards constantly fluid state boundaries. Thought should also be awarded to the undying 

nature of terrorism, a product of ‘the American enemy’, in relation to Dittmer’s purveyance 

                                                 
6 The Amazon Kindle edition of Captain America and the Nationalist Superhero does not support page 

numbers, therefore references to this particular text will not include page numbers. 
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of Captain American’s constant foe Red Skull, a character who is seemingly unaffected by 

constructs such as time (Dittmer, 2013). Given the clouded geopolitical atmosphere since 

the terrorist attacks on American soil, there is a need to investigate the anti-hero: a hybrid 

concoction of a body with well-meaning motivations and ambiguous methods. 

 

Closer to home in relation to the medium analysed, Klaus Dodds’ work on post-9/11 

Hollywood cinema is paramount when it comes to considering the geopolitical agency in 

film. Aligning with Martin Jay’s previously mentioned assumption of Western 

ocularcentrism, Dodds utilises language imbued with nationhood and Americana as he 

argues about how immediate post-9/11 cinema in Hollywood was extremely wary of 

portraying American soldiers as ambiguous characters, unlike those constructed within the 

borders of a cryptic Cold War period (Dodds, 2008:1625). This reflects a time-sensitive 

real life change in the geopolitical atmospheres circulating around America, and indeed 

globally: from a Cold War era where uncertainty and paranoia governed, to a time period 

dominated by clearly defined boundaries of good and bad, where good continues to fight 

against bad in the War on Terror. However, over a decade on from the 9/11 terrorist attacks 

and the subsequent immediate aftermath, it appears that another shift has transpired in 

Hollywood, where paranoia might be on its way back via convoluted bodies. As I will attest 

to in the results and analysis section of this paper, recent Hollywood films have reflected 

this resurgence in ambiguity, constructing American characters as either totally evil, evil 

but regretful, or good but infected by evil actions such as torture. 

 

The aforementioned advancement of geopolitical thinking across the past decade ties 

neatly into another argument to be explored later in this dissertation, one influenced again 

by Dodds’ work. There has already been substantial investigation by Dodds and others into 

addressing the immediate aftermath of 9/11 within the boundaries of Hollywood cinema 

(Dodds, 2008; Dittmer, 2011; Pheasant-Kelly, 2013), thus it is justified that this paper 

should take an elongated vantage point, viewing any potential shift in geopolitical 

constructs on film – such as the one described above – over a longer period of time. One 

of these new shifts, I will argue, is rooted in the repositioning of national defenders in 

enemy territories to state defenders at home, securing the nation by any means necessary 
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against internalised enemy threats. 

 

Jason Dittmer’s research does not exclusively hone in on the geopolitics of visual 

media, rather Dittmer has also investigated the history of geography in understanding world 

structures. He charts the course of geographic conceptualisation through the decades, from 

explicit materialism in accordance to environmental determinism and the study of 

landscape and climate, to a more quantifiable approach post-World War II, one engaged in 

world systems theory (Dittmer, 2013:1-2). However, Dittmer proposes a new approach of 

understanding the world through a geopolitical lens, an approach that this dissertation will 

strive to expand upon within the context of film. He discusses the geopolitics of the 

everyday, as a set of bottom-up processes that ought to be studied as such, with attention 

paid specifically to certain sites and events. Geopolitics, as a thread that can be traced 

throughout each of the four films in question, is reflected by this bottom-up manifestation 

of the everyday as a body, or person, or anti-hero finding him or herself infused in threat 

associated to a particular site. This is especially true in the two most recent films, OHF and 

WHD. 

 

Quoting DeLanda (2006), Dittmer incorporates assemblages into his examination of 

geopolitics, where assemblages are, “wholes characterised by relations of exteriority” 

(Dittmer, 2013:3). It could be argued, then, that a film is an assemblage, a whole piece 

made up of different real world references and inter-art creations. Even within these 

creative narratives, interactions between characters, sites and objects could also be 

classified under the assemblage umbrella. In contemplating the four research objectives set 

out earlier, this dissertation will make use of Dittmer’s work on assemblages, indeed 

arguing that these are also part of the bottom-up process reflected within film narratives, 

where historically large-scale geopolitics such as global terrorism shift towards the smaller 

scale (through the individual paranoid body, for example) before new, emerging “macro-

scales” akin to domestic Western terrorism once again appear (Dittmer, 2013:5-6). 

 

Gearóid Ó Tuathail is another geographer whose work in the field of geopolitics has 

been key to the formulation and arguments set forth in this paper. Ó Tuathail discusses the 



 16 

impact of the ‘Knowledge Age’ on conventional geographical structures, where 

deterritorialisation has taken place, leaving worlds without borders (Ó Tuathail, 2000:141-

142). These ‘borderless worlds’ are apparent to varying degrees in each of the four films; 

as consequences of geopolitical (or in the case of ID, environmental) instability, where 

terrorist organisations take advantage of an increased decentralisation of information. 

 

Ó Tuathail later combats the notion of sole borderless worlds by arguing that they are 

only developed alongside even more bordered worlds where inequality – empirical and 

digital – is rife (Ó Tuathail, 2000:143). What we are encountering then, “is not 

deterritorialisation alone, but a rearrangement of the identity/border/order complex that 

gives people, territory and politics their meaning in the contemporary world” (Ó Tuathail, 

2000:143). I will take this a stage further by applying Ó Tuathail’s arguments to film 

narratives and tracing the appearance of nations that appear to be inherently alone in their 

deterritorialisation due to an invading enemy (as seen in ID) to the introduction of worlds 

where enemy bodies succeed at the expense of America’s borderless nature (Figure 2.2), 

before succumbing to defeat due to the recentralisation of structure around a specific site 

(as seen in both WHD and OHF). In a sense, Ó Tuathail’s argument – which was issued at 

around the same time as the release of both ID and AR – has been vindicated within the 

constructs of Hollywood cinema, as this dissertation will attest to and extend further. 

 

 

Figure 2.2 – Extra-terrestrial beings invade Earth at the beginning of ID, taking 

advantage of Earth’s, and therefore America’s, borderless nature. 
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Chapter 3: Researching Film Geographies 

 

In undertaking a research project rooted in the analysis of geopolitical structures and 

identities on film, the methodological process has almost exclusively been one driven by 

qualitative study. The nature of this topic – watching and responding to visual media – is 

beneficial in that it offers both a participatory route and an opportunity for self-analysis. I 

will include in this section a brief evaluation of why I chose to eliminate a particular 

research method, but will begin by discussing and assessing the two primary routes 

undertaken, interviews and discourse analysis, relating any potential pros and cons of these 

methods to the geopolitical research at hand. 

 

The use of interviewing as a data collation method is one that invokes the potential for 

a greater and arguably more meaningful spectrum of information from willing 

participants. 7  Interviews, in opposition to questionnaires for instance, enable the 

researcher to interact with a participant’s social and cultural assumptions of the real world 

or, in the case of this dissertation, reflections of the real world (Cloke et al, 2004:149). 

Obtaining opinion that has spawned from a place outwith the rigorous constructs of a 

research exercise is particularly crucial within the context of said exercise, where the 

process of film viewing and understanding is inherently subjective. By actively seeking out 

the analysis of other viewers, there manifests a sense of roundedness, regardless of whether 

or not each participant’s interview answers converge with those given by others. Paul Cloke 

captures this prosperity around interviewing where, “there is an emphasis on explaining 

processes, changing conditions, organization, circumstances and the construction, 

negotiation and recreation of meanings and identities” (Cloke et al, 2004:150). The 

“changing conditions” Cloke mentions could be the internalisation of external geopolitical 

threat on the American nation-state, whilst the “reconstruction of meanings and identities” 

might represent how Hollywood cinema post-9/11 has portrayed clouded anti-heroes in the 

face of terrorism. 

 

In order to ensure that all participants were fully aware of the research project and had 

                                                 
7 See Appendices A-G. 
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the same amount of viewing experience before starting – essentially, that each participant 

had seen all four films in a secure, controlled environment – eight screenings took place 

over the course of eight weeks, where each film was shown separately to two small groups. 

These screenings occurred in my own living room as the living room space provided myself, 

as a researcher, the social context to be stringent in implementing a controlled experience 

and also knowledgeable about the area, ensuring participant safety throughout. There were 

seven participants in total and, given the location of film viewing, ethical guidelines 

suggested that these participants should be people I knew well, who were comfortable in a 

familiar place and ready to engage in an analytical task. Participants ranged in age from 

early twenties to early fifties, and there was an even mix of males and females. Split 

randomly into two screening groups, all of those taking part in the research viewed all four 

films on separate occasions to allow information to digest and avoid fatigue or disinterest 

as best as possible. Everyone was provided a notepad and pen to jot down any thoughts if 

they so desired, with the view that these could be used to re-jog memories at the interview 

stage. I had planned to conduct two separate group discussions at the conclusion of the 

final film with the view that these informal gatherings would energise geopolitical thinking 

amongst participants. However, I decided against carrying out this task as I wanted to avoid 

any pre-interview bias and prevent possible influencing of ideas. On reflection, this also 

seemed pointless as an energising function given the interviews would be conducted at a 

later date and therefore participants would have likely forgotten much of the content 

discussed. 

 

A key issue that plagued this particular method of data gathering was avoiding what 

Paul Cloke refers to as “bias” (Cloke et al, 2004:149). This is the idea that a researcher can 

inadvertently inject his or her own opinion into that of the participant, and it is one that 

stood out to me especially given my personal relationship with all of the interviewees. I 

attempted to use this unique research construct to my advantage and incorporate it into my 

formulation of questions, hoping to attain answers related to my research aims that I might 

otherwise have been unable to. For instance, quoting Berg (1989), Cloke discusses the 

notion that interviewers should avoid questions led by the word ‘why’ as this tends to 

generate a typically negative response (Cloke et al, 2004:159). Within my list of fourteen 
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questions, I chose to ask ‘why’ on a number of occasions as the comfort between researcher 

and participant offered a willingness to answer emotively; indeed, this proved to be the 

case frequently as participants would reflect on the identity of a non-American enemy, or 

the meaning of paranoia, two topics that strangers may not have wished to actively discuss.8 

 

As well as conducting interviews in order to attain a qualitative pool of varied opinion, 

it became clear that the inclusion of personal analysis would be pivotal in affording my 

research an inter-subjective backbone. Having been engaged in geographical themes, 

constructs and experiences for a number of years – certainly more so than my interview 

participants – the opportunity arose not only for post-data analysis, but also for active 

research. 

 

Broadly speaking, the chosen method of interpretation throughout this research 

programme has been discourse analysis, as discourse analysis provides an entry way into a 

deeper understanding of particular visual images. However, there is also a need to induce 

a greater volume of rigour when it comes to understanding the meaning behind film 

narratives and images, a need fulfilled through the adoption of semiological study. Gillian 

Rose succinctly defines semiology as, “a very full box of analytical tools for taking an 

image apart and tracing how it works in relation to broader systems of meaning” (Rose, 

2012:105), before going on to state its effectiveness in consuming materials of visual 

culture specifically. Film, as part of this visual culture Rose mentions, is defined by the 

construction of narrative cues and symbolic objects. By using semiology, more 

transparency has emerged in spotting patterns when encountering signs and symbols 

contained within the context of the four geopolitically-linked films. For instance, the 

semiological approach taken throughout this process has brought about a means of 

networking the four research aims set out in the introduction; certain visual symbols appear 

across all four films, such as the appearance of an enemy body (the terrorist), a geopolitical 

building (the White House) and a national city (Washington D.C – see Figure 3.1). Thus, 

identifying familiar, and different, identities purveyed by the enemy provides a platform 

                                                 
8 These very current topics are both rooted in significant social awkwardness and ambiguity given the 

noxious geopolitical climate abound both domestically and abroad. 
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for interpreting and processing his or her motivations. 

 

 

 

Utilising semiology as a method of visual interpretation therefore engages the 

researcher in geopolitical meaning, and this is especially true in regard to visual 

interpretation as relates to film. Though psychoanalytic understandings of cinema as 

creating a “total world for its audience” proved popular in the mid-1970s through to the 

1980s, the aforementioned semiological approach undertaken throughout this research 

project has been considered the most useful method in more recent times (Rose, 2012:150). 

As well as adding a degree of contemporary vindication to this dissertation project, 

American film critic James Monaco argues that semiology “has the best tools for analysing 

visual meaning-making”, particularly as films are rigorous communicators of meaning 

(Monaco, 2009:178). The use of semiological study, therefore, enabled the process of 

meaning-making throughout personal – and, indeed, group – screenings, where there were 

numerous opportunities to notice trends in enemy actions or symbolic locations across all 

four films. Despite film scholars’ fledgling relationship with psychoanalysis, applying a 

semiological approach to the procedure of visual interpretation in place of the previously 

popular psychoanalytical method has given greater meaning to cinematic depictions of 

intense geopolitical agents, such as the War on Terror and 9/11. It is my hope that any 

meaningful links or trends present via the geopolitical platform stationed throughout each 

Figure 3.1 – WHD opens with tracking shot across the Washington skyline, 

immediately creating semiological channels that contain geopolitical narratives 

surrounding the nation-state and security. 
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of the four films will be reflected in the results and analysis section of this paper. 

 

It is worth briefly noting the process of coding that I have undertaken in order to sort 

a plethora of varied qualitative data gathered into a manageable and succinct collation of 

thematic checkpoints.9 This has been achieved by identifying familiar and relevant themes 

across each method of data gathering; from participant interviews, to notes recorded during 

film screenings, to the analysis of external academic texts. The coding process, though 

fairly arduous in its mechanical execution, has offered great reward by presenting new 

ways of textual interpretation (Cloke et al, 2004:313). This reward is not only useful 

especially when it comes to seeking out familiar thematic footprints in the narratives of 

each film, but also in engaging with and linking the four research aims set out previously. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 See Appendices H-J. 
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Chapter 4: Geopolitical Findings in Film 

 

In constructing a basis for geopolitical research, it is imperative to involve Hollywood 

films that collectively and individually reflect provocative geopolitical rhetoric. The genre 

that best reflects a motion towards geopolitical dialogue, and the research aims of this paper 

especially, is the action-thriller genre. Klaus Dodds refers to the action-thriller film 

explicitly as one that is often propelled to popular heights given the contemporary 

geopolitical situation, indicating an immediate collective attachment to the geographies of 

national constructs and governance (Dodds, 2010:22). The genre, then, embodies that 

which is not only current in the sphere of geopolitics, but also engages in the area of study 

and remodels it. Scott Higgins and Sara Ross touch upon this idea of real world 

recalculation within a narrative cinematic framework, suggesting that the quintessential 

action film is one that “regularly stakes out obvious moral oppositions between heroes and 

villains, [trading] in culturally disreputable but thoroughly popular sensationalist material” 

(Higgins and Ross, 2008:78). Identities of good and bad, or soldier and terrorist, which are 

intrinsically related to that of the nation-state are explored throughout the action-thriller 

genre and the ensuing spectacle (Higgins and Ross, 2008).  

 

Indeed, the four films especially selected for this body of research have, contained 

within their narratives, scrupulous examples of the concepts relayed here and have been 

chosen exactly for the purpose of exploring these concepts through a geographical lens. ID 

(1996), AR (1999), OHF (2013) and WHD (2013) are all films mobilised in the action-

thriller genre, and the succeeding sections will explore their purveying geopolitical 

spatialities whilst hoping to gain a greater understanding of Hollywood cinema’s 

relationship with geography. 

 

Chapter 4.1: Film Synopses 

 

ID (1996) centres on an invasion of planet Earth by a fleet of extra-terrestrial forces 

looking to harvest resources. These alien beings penetrate the planet’s atmosphere and fend 

off counter-defence systems in doing so, before eventually locating their giant spacecrafts 
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above primary cities around the globe. With major states such as New York decimated, it 

becomes apparent that the only way to fend off total annihilation of the human race is to 

defeat the enemy at its source: by flying into space and confronting the mothership. Over 

the course of three days – conveniently, the action takes place from July 2-4th, ending on 

Independence Day in America – a trio of male compatriots from completely different walks 

of life combine their personal knowledges and formulate a reactive plan. Marine pilot 

Steven Hiller and computer expert David Levinson, played by Will Smith and Jeff 

Goldblum respectively, fly an alien spacecraft that had previously been hidden in Area 51 

for decades, up to the mothership and implant a virus designed to weaken the subsidiary 

crafts. Even the U.S. president, portrayed by Bill Pullman, takes to the aerial battlefield as 

part of the counter-attack. The film concludes as the final alien intrusion is thwarted and 

eliminated, beckoning forth a new meaning as relates to the term Independence Day, now 

regarded as day of worldwide independence. 

 

AR (1999) employs a noticeably different approach to the internalisation of danger. 

The film opens as the main character, widower Michael Faraday (Jeff Bridges), finds a 

distressed child wandering along the streets of an outer-city neighbourhood. An erratic title 

montage follows, warped in a displacing sense of paranoia. Faraday meets the parents of 

the previously distressed child and subsequently learns that they are his new neighbours. 

Oliver and Cheryl Lang, played by Tim Robbins and Joan Cusack, seem fairly innocuous 

at first, however Faraday soon begins to notice irregularities in their suburban way of life; 

for instance, in their house he discovers detailed blueprints depicting what appears to be a 

government building. A lecturer on homeland terrorism, Faraday is still reeling from the 

convoluted death of his wife and decides to further investigate the Langs. Towards the 

climax, we, along with Faraday, learn that the Langs are domestic terrorists working under 

a neighbourly pseudonym. They actively seek revenge as a result of tragic mistreatment at 

the hands of the U.S. government, and have been on the warpath since. In the end, Faraday 

becomes their pawn in a devastating bombing, unable to prevent it and wrongly exposed 

by the media as the culprit. 

 

In OHF (2013), one of two comparatively themed cinematic outputs in the same 
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calendar year, the vast majority of events take place inside the White House. After an 

opening segment devoted to the untimely death of the U.S. president’s (Aaron Eckhart) 

wife, the narrative shifts to present day where the president’s former chief Secret Service 

agent Mike Banning (Gerard Butler) is working a desk job. Banning somewhat blames 

himself for the aforementioned death – despite the unavoidable nature – and has become 

detached from active duty as a result. During an international congregation at the White 

House, a group of North Korean terrorists enact a ground and aerial assault, taking the 

president and his staff hostage. Led by Kang Yeonsak (Rick Yune), the group’s desire is to 

remove U.S. troops from the Korean Peninsula, reunifying the separate nations in the 

process. However, Kang also wishes to detonate America’s nuclear arsenal, destroying the 

country as a result. Banning eventually re-immerses himself in a mode of defence by 

infiltrating the White House. The film concludes in a showdown between Banning and 

Kang, which the former wins, leaving Banning as a U.S. hero and the terrorist threat foiled. 

 

Released shortly after, WHD (2013) borrows the same overarching narrative to that 

described above. This time Jamie Foxx plays the U.S. president and Channing Tatum his 

saviour John Cale, only the two work in tandem rather throughout as opposed to as separate 

entities. A down on his luck former soldier, Cale finds himself interviewing for a Secret 

Service position at the beginning of the film, and being unsuccessful. Cale is having as 

much trouble connecting to his daughter as he is embedding himself into the real world, 

however an invasion of the White House by a ragtag band of terrorists suddenly claims his 

attention. As the narrative evolves it becomes clear that the group consists of home-grown 

service workers and soldiers who have all defected. Their leader, Martin Walker (James 

Woods), is head of the presidential detail, his actions driven by revenge over the death of 

his son overseas and the lack of reaction from the president. Cale puts a plan in motion to 

rescue the hostages, one of whom is his daughter, whilst also defending president. The film 

finishes as Cale prevents the activation of a nuclear strike on Iran by killing Walker, saving 

the hostages and completing the rescue of the president. At the very end, another internal 

enemy is revealed as the Speaker of the House is exposed as the man behind the attacks. 

 

Each of these four films were created and released independently of one another, yet 
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they all prescribe to the familiar recurring themes of internal danger, threat to nation-state 

and paranoid bodies, all in relation to pre and post-9/11 attitudes. The films are entrenched 

in geopolitical agency and the next section of this paper will seek to understand these 

constructions, as well as their changing nature (Ó Tuathail, 2004:176), encompassing the 

research aims set out previously. 

 

Chapter 4.2: Broad Results 

 

In attempting to process and evaluate the results gained through participant interviews 

and personal analysis related to the research aims described at the beginning of this paper, 

it is worth outlining some prevailing broad reflections injecting a preliminary sense of 

context.  

 

The enemy figure, one that is often aligned with terrorist connotations, is a constant 

throughout each of the four films – and, indeed, exists in almost all jeopardy-driven pieces 

– but it is the rise of the terrorist-influenced anti-hero that is most pertinent. In relation to 

OHF’s protagonist Mike Banning (Figure 4.1), one participant noted: 

 

He is a hero because what he has done is for the greater good, but how he has done... 

how he gets there is dark, and people do feel uncomfortable seeing what he’s doing to 

get to that greater good (Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

In a sense, the protagonist, whose mantra is to defend the nation, the president and the 

people from infectious and abhorrent terrorist actions, actually implements those same 

actions himself in a torture scene to achieve the desired results. This bodily shift in the hero 

is succinctly noted by another interviewee:  

 

Gerard Butler [Mike Banning] is an anti-hero (Ian, 15/09/2014). 

 

A tangible alteration occurs across the four narratives, where the hero becomes infected by 

the increasingly tumultuous geopolitical climate and subsequent enemy threats so much so 
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that he10 utilises those same unsavoury means as his invading foes. 

 

 

 

Manifestations of paranoia also differ across the four narratives, where the idea of a 

neurotic mindset varies between being individualised or as part of a collective landscape. 

The character Michael Faraday in AR is the most explicit representation of paranoia: 

 

In Arlington Road, [Faraday] was paranoid but I think he was so paranoid because he 

worked in… he taught about politics, about police work. The other films, I don’t know 

if it was really paranoia, it was just that [terrorism] was happening (Carolyn, 

20/08/2014). 

 

The interview subject immediately pinpoints Faraday as the most paranoid individual, and 

numerous scenes show this paranoid mentality in action. For instance, on a few occasions 

the camera lingers close to Faraday’s perturbed face as he sits behind a desk peering 

meticulously over government or suspect-related papers (Figure 4.2). The room is pitch 

black apart from the light emanating from a small lamp settled atop the desk from which 

Faraday’s manic interior is exhumed. Here, paranoia is located absolutely within an 

individual body affected by external geopolitical factors. This construction differs to that 

                                                 
10 The main protagonists across all four films are male characters. 

Figure 4.1 – OHF’s Mike Banning (Gerard Butler), scarred by a vicious and frequently 

dirty battle against terrorist invaders. Banning’s use of ambiguous methods, such as 

torture, to save the president represents a new type hero: the anti-hero. 
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portrayed almost universally across the other three films, where the overt securitisation of 

national sites and state symbols is a direct result of more subtle collective paranoia – as 

evidenced in the opening scene of WHD where security measures are shown being 

implemented upon the arrival of the president at the White House.  

 

 

 

It is true also that ‘Western ocularcentrism’ (Jay, 1993) has become increasingly 

reverent on screen since the very real terrorist attacks on September 11th, 2001. Whereas 

films made and released before 9/11 have geopolitical narratives rooted in either fantastical, 

universal attacks (at the hands of indiscriminate aliens) or personal, local attacks (where 

the point of view is that of one man), those of post-9/11 origin display international threats 

(from North Korea) contained within U.S. national boundaries (playing out in the White 

House).  

 

The influence of different visual modes is a relevant topic of discussion in our current 

age of technologically evolved cinema (Christie, 2014), particularly as pertains to how 

meaning is interpreted. One interviewee alluded to “the sheer destruction in WHD” and 

how that “hindered the story”, whilst also commenting on OHF’s more “refined” approach: 

 

Figure 4.2 – In AR, Michael Faraday (Jeff Bridges) peers intensely over documents 

and papers related to his neighbours, whom he suspects are terrorists plotting an attack 

of sorts. 
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You were with one guy and you were in one place and you were going through this 

battle with him (Claire, 20/08/2014). 

 

The impact of grand and somewhat superfluous visualities therefore tend to place a 

metaphorical wall between understanding and subsequently dismissing narrative constructs 

such as terrorism, and understanding and subsequently relating to the same geopolitical 

agents.  

 

Chapter 4.3: The Enemy and the (Anti)-Hero 

 

Higgins and Ross argue the quintessential action film is one that “regularly stakes out 

obvious moral oppositions between heroes and villains, [trading] in culturally disreputable 

but thoroughly popular sensational material” (Higgins and Ross, 2008:78). Generally 

speaking, this is a true statement that likely resonates with most who watch any Hollywood 

action romp where ‘good guys’ are pitted against ‘bad guys’ within a time-sensitive, 

geopolitically-infused context. As one interviewee said: 

 

The baddie was built up to be a baddie. There was never any ambiguity. There was 

never any, “you know what? I can see that side of the argument”. [The filmmakers] 

built the threat so much that you are in no doubt that they are wrong (Claire, 

20/08/2014). 

 

However, this separation of good and bad, of hero and villain, is not an infallible spatial 

construction. In fact, a more ambiguous representation of threat can be drawn from the 

various characters present throughout the four films of interest to this paper.  

 

Geographer Jason Dittmer has conducted a vast amount of research into the 

construction of national identity and the geopolitics surrounding the superhero, principally 

Captain America (Dittmer, 2005; 2007; 2011; 2013). His work, and indeed the comic book 

creation Captain America, translates with just as much compatibility into the world of film. 

Dittmer discusses a storyline in the comic series that particularly applies to this body of 

research. In one issue, Captain America is regarded as a symbol of separatism, as a national 

construct who upholds unnecessary, or fake, borders around the world (Dittmer, 2007:264). 
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This notion of a hero in a nation-less world will be explored later, but for the moment it is 

the enemy who is of particular importance. Flag-Smasher is the villain in question, a clear 

representation of the “baddie” referenced by the aforementioned interviewee, and a terrorist 

who opts for an anti-nationalist approach when it comes to menacing place or people 

(Dittmer, 2007). A similar approach flourishes amongst the various enemy groups 

throughout the four films, where the motivation to hurt a city or nation or planet is bred 

from threatening their borders.  

 

A flurry of extra-terrestrial beings arrive shortly after ID begins, and it is not before 

long that they are decimating iconic buildings such as the White House and central states 

such as New York. One interview participant went as far as to call the leftover world in ID 

an “alien state” (Andrew, 15/09/2014), suggesting that the indiscriminate extra-terrestrials 

attack without prejudice, resulting in a devastated Earth without identity. OHF sees a scene 

where the lead terrorist, Kang (Figure 4.3), holds the president hostage and demands that 

the acting U.S. Head of State implements a motion to remove American troops from the 

Korean Peninsula. Kang does this, hoping to reunify North and South Korea by, effectively, 

removing the state border that separates them. Though this is a minor example of Dittmer’s 

border-quelling argument, Kang later embodies an enemy who seeks a nation-less world 

as he sets in motion a plan to turn America into a nuclear wasteland. This decimation of 

national borders and identity by nuclear methods also rears in WHD as hero-turned-villain 

(and former presidential defender) Martin Walker aspires to inflict nuclear carnage on Iran 

and render the country effectively borderless. 
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These enemies, in their various guises, are distinctly un-American (Dittmer, 2013). 

Not only are they un-American in their construction – as other-worldly, foreign, or 

domestic traitors – but they are also un-American by virtue of their motivations to generate 

a nation or world without borders. Therefore, one without identity. A number of 

interviewees identified this construction of America throughout the films, as a beacon of 

various positive virtues:  

 

There is symbolism showing how America is a very prideful nation, with prideful 

monuments and [citizens] proud of their history. They’ve got a very… it’s like they’ve 

got a way of living and they’re proud of it. They wouldn’t want anyone attacking that 

way of living (Ian, 15/09/2014). 

 

The prevailing threat, then, is rooted in anti-nationalism. Dittmer highlights the “anomaly” 

as a theme, defining this as a way of creating and living in “alternative worlds” through 

spatial narrative dimensions that are inconceivable – such as time travel (Dittmer, 2013). 

He refers to these new words as being of the dystopian rather than utopian embodiment; in 

ID, aliens invade our human world and create a new cross-dimensional space devoid of 

nation or border or state, and humanity subsequently desires to return to the regulated world 

lived previously. Humankind wishes for a bordered, identifiable landscape in ID, whereas 

Figure 4.3 – As leader of a terrorist organisation that has infiltrated the White House, 

Kang Yeonsak (Rick Yune) prepares to interrogate the president in regards to both 

removing American troops from Korea and gaining accesses to the U.S. nuclear 

network. 
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the terrorists’ mantra in both OHF and WHD is to divert away from regulation and away 

from the virtues identified by the interviewee above. 

 

These findings correlate with Gerard Ó Tuathail’s interpretation of ‘borderless worlds’, 

where the enemy or terrorist benefits from a lack of state structure and security installed to 

defend against threat (Ó Tuathail, 2000:149). The White House is a physical embodiment 

of this state security, and the consequences of penetrating it are apparent in OHF and WHD: 

 

The White House is the home of the main power, the president, so you’re literally 

taking over what I would consider the quintessential building of America. If you take 

over that, it gives the impression of American vulnerability (Andrew, 15/09/2014). 

 

Ó Tuathail argues that in these worlds the enemy can find an easier route to intrusion, and 

uses the example of cyberspace as an unregulated spatiality where terrorists can create a 

monopoly and leverage against the state via non-real territory (Ó Tuathail, 2000:147). 

Indeed, monetary gain is another aspect of enemy motivation displayed in the more recent 

films, however it is the construction of an enemy traced through anti-nationalism 

motivations and borderless world benefits that is most pertinent. 

 

The enemy, then, is universally linked to the nation across the four geopolitical 

narratives, irrespective of his/her/its ambitions. The same is true for the hero, though with 

varying results. Dittmer talks of Captain America as a nationalist hero, both a state creation 

and national embodiment of heroism, of the American Dream (Dittmer, 2013). We see this 

manifest in numerous bodies across the four films: AR’s Michael Faraday, a well-off 

professor of history living in a plush suburban house and ID’s Steven Hiller (Figure 4.4), a 

Marine Corps pilot who attains his lunar aspirations, are just two examples. One 

interviewee referred to the heroes as “ordinary people”: 

 

In Arlington Road, he’s just ordinary person. In Independence Day, again, ordinary 

people who are just portrayed as scientists or lecturers or whatever, who just come 

across these threats. Post-9/11, they tend to be professionals. Like professional 

soldiers or security people who are well trained, but still ordinary people (Maureen, 

18/08/2014). 
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However, some of these “ordinary” heroic figures enter into a condition of national 

disillusionment (Dittmer, 2013), this a consequence of the threatening borderless state and 

convoluted relations with governmental hierarchies: Capitol Police Officer John Cale is 

turned down by the Secret Service in WHD, yet still fights to defend the nation and his 

rejecters when terror strikes, returning to his American principles alluded to previously. 

 

 

 

As such, the hero begins to reflect the anti-nationalist enemy, carrying a somewhat 

frayed identity. Writing in relation to the same action genre studied here, Klaus Dodds 

refers to threatened national bodies as having their roles “shaped by circumstances” 

(Dodds, 2010:24). Although he applies his argument to a character whose restraint both 

endears audiences and distances himself from the enemy11, it could also be argued that the 

tense national relations (and also the tense climate heightened by terrorism) prevalent in 

WHD and OHF create circumstances for an ambiguous hero. OHF sees its main 

protagonist, Mike Banning, removed from his role as head of the presidential detail by the 

president himself, and later on in the film we watch Banning torture two invading terrorists. 

                                                 
11 Jason Bourne, the main character in the Bourne trilogy (Universal Pictures, 2002; 2004; 2007), is 

another heroic figure intertwined in a geopolitically-tinged film narrative. 

Figure 4.4 – Marine Corps pilot Steven Hiller (Will Smith) embodies the 

quintessential American hero with a cigar in his mouth and a military uniform on, 

having destroyed invading alien ships and captured a threatening body in ID. 
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One interviewee noted this ambiguity: 

 

Will Smith’s character [Steven Hiller] is depicted as a bit of a hero throughout his life 

anyway because he has served and he is respected amongst his community, whereas 

Gerard Butler’s character [Banning] was somewhat the underdog; losing/resigning 

from his job because of the accident with the president’s wife. So he’s seen as someone 

who has a point to prove, quite a troubled individual and he’s having to deal with 

killing in one-on-one combat so he is witnessing the damage he’s doing. A much more 

gruesome hero. [Hiller] is very... fanfare and all trumpets going whereas there’s a kind 

of darker aspect to [Banning] (Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

Unlike Hiller’s embodiment of the quintessential American hero defending the nation, 

Banning takes the form of a new type of American protagonist: the anti-hero. His actions 

are influenced by rage emanating from his nation demoting him, and the perilous terrorist 

climate that seeks unregulated, unidentifiable worlds:  

 

[Banning] is a much harder character. Much more ruthless. He uses torture to… he is 

what post-9/11 Americans would want their heroes to be, in order to protect their 

country. An anti-hero (Maureen, 18/08/2014). 

 

Dodds and Kirby refer to the capacity of torture in defining (and subsequently redefining) 

the role of the hero; these heroes become integrated into the geopolitical framework of a 

borderless world, given the relationship between torture and terrorist (Dodds & Kirby, 

2014:3), both agents carrying extremely negative connotations. Body roles are blended in 

the face of nation-state defence. Banning is the nationalist hero figure implementing anti-

nationalist enemy actions, a similar premise to another Captain America comic arc 

(Dittmer, 2013). Effectively, the enemy’s motivations directly impact the convolution of a 

heroic body. And the new presence of this anti-heroic body containing unethical, ‘un-

American’ tendencies, is justified due to the extremely violent actions of the enemy against 

the nation-state (Dodds, 2008: 1635). 

 

The next section of this paper will focus on how paranoia manifests in the mindsets of 

these heroes and anti-heroes, especially as a mania derived often from the actions of those 

bearing the power in a nation-state. 
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Chapter 4.4: A Paranoid State of Mind 

 

A world imbued by external threat and convoluted geopolitical structures, such as 

torture, is undoubtedly the perfect setting for unstable bodies and manic mindsets. Paranoia 

is a product of the national threat across all four films, and is particularly reverent in AR. 

Here, paranoia protrudes from the individual body; the primary protagonist, Michael 

Faraday, sees his life deteriorate before his eyes as a result of paranoia produced through 

terrorist actions and state ignorance. 

 

To begin, it is worth placing the subject of a neurotic state of mind on film within a 

geographical context. Writing in 2006, philosopher Manuel DeLanda discusses place and 

objects as assemblages, as “wholes characterised by relations of exteriority” (DeLanda, 

2006:10). His interpretation is in reference to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s work on 

assemblage theory (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), and DeLanda proposes something of a 

communicative relationship between numerous spatial agents in creating worlds. A film is 

one of these worlds, an assemblage, a whole piece made up of different reality-based 

references and inter-art creations. But the specific interactions between characters, sites 

and objects within a film could also be part of the assemblage creation process. Paranoia, 

then, is an assemblage made up and influenced by these spatial agents across all four films, 

a notion especially prevalent in AR. 

 

Michael Faraday, a professor in American terrorism, is gradually unveiled as an 

explicitly paranoid individual. He is in a constant – if occasionally subtle – state of 

apprehension, and we come to learn that his worry is a product of both personal history 

(the death of his wife during a mishandled CIA ambush that should never have occurred) 

and the peculiar activities of his new neighbours. A common theme that arose throughout 

all of the interviews conducted as part of this research was the external influences of 

Michael’s paranoid mindset, with one participant saying: 

 

[Faraday] happens to be, what, an American terrorism lecturer or something? And his 

wife just happened to be an FBI agent, which just happens to be one of the most 

convenient plot points. So he’s in the perfect situation to see these key characteristics 
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of the neighbours who are the terrorists. Paranoia is shown there quite heavily 

(Andrew, 15/09/2014). 

 

Faraday represents paranoia within the individual body, a mania contained inside and then 

displayed around specific sites (Dittmer, 2013:2). The neighbourly threat situated out of 

sight but within a threatening range, Faraday’s professional inclination towards American 

terrorism and the lack of governmental action, are all agents that contribute to an 

assemblage – Faraday’s individual mania: 

 

Michael is paranoid because he thinks that the [neighbour] is trying to brainwash his 

son – well he was trying to brainwash his son. And his wife, she was killed, she was 

killed when she was in the FBI… when she was investigating a sect. But it wasn’t a 

sect. She was wrong with that (Barry, 18/08/2014). 

 

Paranoia emanating from a solitary body and caused by numerous external agents, then, 

becomes the first in a line of assemblages formed as bottom-up geopolitical processes 

across all four films – in AR, it is the individual body localising paranoia (Dittmer, 2013:2).  

 

As the film progresses, Faraday becomes increasingly alienated from society and those 

around him – his girlfriend walks out, disbelieving of his blaming nature (though her 

suspicious death later vindicates Faraday’s claims) - and is subsequently considered a 

‘security risk’ by the government, represented in the narrative by FBI agent Whit Carver 

(Robert Gossett). The same interviewee quoted above noted this poor relationship between 

Faraday and the state:  

 

Why would he be paranoid? Because he doesn’t trust the government. So the source 

of paranoia is the government (Barry, 18/08/2014). 

 

Faraday embodies the enemy, this time an internal threat to the nation-state (Dittmer & 

Dodds, 2013:77). The film concludes on the back of a national tragedy as a bomb explodes 

underneath an FBI building and kills many, and this tragedy occurs as a result of the many 

geopolitical process feeding Faraday’s paranoia and his subsequent labelling as ‘security 

risk’ (Figure 4.5). Faraday himself is one of the victims, but is framed by his neighbours, 
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the real culprits. Whilst his paranoid state of mind is vindicated, the real threat to nation 

still exists. 

 

 

 

Jason Dittmer refers to the notion of “possibility spaces” and the potential for multiple 

states to exist within a particular assemblage (Dittmer, 2013:9). If an individual body such 

as that of Michael Faraday is one assemblage, then his gradually altering and increasingly 

unfurling frame of mind could be a representation of multiple states of paranoia 

encountered within a possibility space, where the possibility of internalised threat is 

immediate. One interview subject noted resultant intensity built up over a number of states: 

 

The enemy is more personal in Arlington Road… so [Faraday’s] reaction is going to 

be more intense. So if he becomes paranoid and obsessive it’s going to affect him on 

a more individual level, whereas in the other three films it’s shared over a much wider 

spectrum (Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

In AR, Faraday manoeuvres across a number of increasingly paranoid states and we see this 

play out in a variety of scenes – from the nullified first encounter with his neighbours, to 

the discovery of boundary-filled blueprints hidden in their home, to the untimely death of 

his partner – insinuating the embodiment of multiple states of anxiety due to threat that 

culminate in individual loss. 

Figure 4.5 – Michel Faraday realises his paranoid frame of mind has been vindicated 

all along, yet is still labelled a ‘security risk’ by the government. Officers pursue 

Faraday as he attempts to reach a bomb in time to defuse it, but is too late. 
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However, a possibility space might also simply incorporate just one solitary state, a 

“single attractor” (Dittmer, 2013:9). Though a few more subtle motives exist between the 

individual bodies that make up both invading terrorist organisations in WHD and OHF, 

there is no doubt that each group has an overarching leader with one overarching aim: 

Walker in the former and Kang in the latter, each prioritising the nuclear. Rather than their 

paranoid invasive constructions altering through multiple states, both organisations are 

shown united under one single state in their most successful moments, such as infiltrating 

the White House. 

 

Dittmer goes on to discuss the “dissipation of an assemblage” (Dittmer, 2013:9), and 

this is how the narrative unfolds in both WHD and OHF, as the paranoid terrorist 

organisations eventually crumble under the pressure of their violent aims. Yet, it’s only 

when individual aims supersede the overarching nuclear aim that defeat is incurred, 

suggesting there is strength in a collective spread of paranoia rather than a contained 

individualised mania, such as that held by Faraday. One interview participant backed up 

this idea of strength in numbers, referring to Faraday’s paranoid mindset as “out of control”, 

as opposed to the other films purveying a more “focused” and “controlled” sense of security 

against external threat (Andrew, 15/09/2014). 

 

The next section will incorporate the individual body as pertains to geopolitical 

narrative in a slightly different manner, analysing the switch from pre-9/11 fantastical or 

local dangers, to a post-9/11 international invasion of the U.S. nation-state by an external 

threat. 

 

Chapter 4.5: Pre and Post-9/11 Threats 

 

The attacks inflicted upon America on September 11th, 2001 have since greatly 

influenced geopolitical film narratives. The devastation caused by the terrorist organisation 

al-Qaeda was so impactful, in fact, that many have referred to the day as an event only ever 

likely to play out in a movie (Dittmer, 2011:114). Notwithstanding the massive impact 9/11 
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had on humanity and livelihoods, it is worth considering its ripple-effect within a cinematic 

context, where a number of reality-based shifts have undoubtedly occurred. 

 

As alluded to previously, Martin Jay’s inclination towards an inherently Western 

ocularcentric (Jay, 1993; Rose, 2012:3) view of the world is one that has gained increasing 

reverence in recent years, perhaps partly a response to the visually visceral tragedy of 9/11. 

This is highlighted by an interviewee: 

 

Well, the alien attack is attacking the whole human race. In the other two films – the 

post-9/11 ones – the attacks are on the government of America, and the president. It’s 

not the whole human race (Maureen, 18/08/2014). 

 

Indeed, the world’s eyes were on America throughout the entire day on September 11th, and 

those thereafter, with international news broadcasts glued to the “movie like” attacks and 

the restructuring that followed (Dalby, 2008:443). Since this seismic and totally 

domineering invasion of the American nation by a pervasive external threat under the guise 

of terrorism, there has been reason for even more visual rhetoric centred on the West - such 

as 24-hour news documenting daily events, or politically-vibrant films regurgitating the 

cultural atmosphere at any given time, like OHF and WHD, both mentioned by the above 

interviewee. Academics such as Klaus Dodds have already contributed decisive 

commentaries on the immediate reaction of Hollywood to the attacks (Dodds, 2008), 

therefore a need now exists for some research to take an elongated view, one that accounts 

for the time period shortly before 9/11 and the meanings of the present day. For it is in this 

current geopolitical climate – as imagined by Hollywood – where a move away from the 

idealistic American soldier combating external danger and towards the convoluted 

American body, has come to fruition (Dodds, 2008:1625), exemplified by government 

employee Mike Banning’s use of torture to gain information in OHF (as opposed to the 

righteous Captain Steven Hiller in ID).  

 

This construction of the quintessential American hero since the internal destruction 

that occurred on 9/11 is less of a realignment to the norm than it is a re-imagining of a 

newer geopolitical entity, where politics are entrenched in the makeup of both the invading 
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enemy and the defensive hero. Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence describe the 

‘American monomyth’ as an extension of American exceptionalism pitting the American 

hero as a body devoid of any overt reliance on the political establishment (Jewett & 

Lawrence, 2002). Pre-9/11, ID parades a heroic character12 whose political displeasure 

manifests by way of his dislike for the president, and it is only when the world is about to 

end that he begrudgingly works in tandem with the political order. 

 

Since 9/11, geopolitical narratives such as those seen in WHD and OHF have prescribed 

to heroic figures constructed via the ‘classical monomyth’ (Dittmer, 2008:115), where the 

hero challenging threat only does so whilst integrating in the political community. John 

Cale and Mike Banning embody this return to the classical monomyth post-9/11, as their 

anti-hero characters are both firmly entrenched in the political climate, as a former U.S. 

soldier and a secret service agent respectively. Their bodies are increasingly blended with 

moral ambiguity attached to the threatening predicament faced by the nation and a need to 

save the president (Figure 4.6). As opposed to the more common, politically detached 

heroes of ID and AR (Michael Faraday vehemently rallies against governmental actions), 

those anti-heroic bodies of the post-9/11 landscape are essentially postmodern vigilantes 

responding to captivity-driven threat within the nation (Dodds & Kirby, 2014:3). One 

interview participant noted this threat-driven shift: 

 

The heroes in the pre-9/11 films are less violent. More gritty, more violent in the post-

9/11 films. [Banning] is a hero, but he’s doing what the terrorists are doing to 

[American captives] in OHF. America were using torture tactics to get information. 

So the heroes were manifesting as technically enemies (Barry, 18/08/2014). 

 

In essence, there has been a move towards ambiguity, immorality, a dirty world, where the 

internalisation of threat has inherited a combination of politically-tinged warriors and 

domesticated superheroes (Dittmer, 2008:118). 

 

                                                 
12 David Levinson, played by Jeff Goldblum, is wholly disapproving of President Whitman, played by Bill 

Pullman, until the alien invasion brings them together. 
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Simon Dalby discusses how another shift has occurred since 9/11, from an internal to 

external defence of the nation, a defence that takes place in “exotic locales” and “extreme 

conditions” (Dalby, 2008:442). Whilst this is true of immediate Hollywood cinema 

released after 9/11 – such as Black Hawk Down (Columbia Pictures, 2001), where U.S. 

soldiers are shown fighting against a threat abroad – more recent interpretations have 

moved back to internalised danger targeting national symbols and locales. This return to 

threat-at-home was noted by one interviewee, prevalent in the films made after 9/11: 

 

The White House and the Washington Monument symbolise power, and the control 

of the American government over everything. We see the destruction of these 

buildings, and the crumbling of them is a representation of the crumbling of the 

government and the state, and the control that America has over its own nation 

(Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

The categorisation and location of a threat has therefore adapted; certain narratives have 

been silenced whereas others are now in the foreground (Dittmer & Larsen, 2007:783). 

This is true not only of expunging the external threat in favour of a more geopolitically 

reflective internal threat, but also of benching fantastical dangers such as the aliens of ID, 

for more realistic and nationally invasive perils in the form of terrorist groups. 

 

Figure (4.6) – In order to rescue the president and restore national order against an 

internal enemy, Mike Banning becomes a part of the immoral geopolitical landscape 

by torturing his enemies. 
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The defence of nation-state across all four films is prominent, however in the pair 

released over a decade after 9/11 there is an obvious onus on self-defence: when the threat 

hits home (literally) it is up to the American nation to defend itself (Dalby, 2008:450-451). 

The White House is the location hit by terrorists in both films and thus the location in 

desperate need of defence, and this restoration of the internal geopolitical order comes 

across with stark stringency: 

 

If that building goes, [America] will feel a sense of complete loss, because if the 

building is gone, then the people are gone and the control and power are gone. There’s 

such a strong association between what is done in that building and the building itself 

(Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

Whereas the pre-9/11 films opt for world redemption, or none at all in the case of AR, both 

WHD and OHF stress a need for national atonement and striking back against a 

domesticated threat (Dodds, 2008:1625), a threat challenging the structures of national 

identity as described by the interview participant. After a saga draped in structure-

collapsing turmoil at the hands of incoming terrorist organisations, the nation-state is 

restored by America, the nation, in both narratives (Figure 4.7). 

 

 

 

 Rooted to the harrowing imagery of 9/11 and incorporating the notion of 

Figure 4.7 – Emily (Joey King), the daughter of WHD’s anti-hero John Cale 

(Channing Tatum), prevents irreparable damage to the White House, a structure of 

national identity, by waving a presidential flag, another symbol of national identity. 
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‘impossible events’, the final analytical section of this paper will briefly examine an 

important aspect of cinema: visuality. 

 

Chapter 4.6: The Visuality of National Threat 

 

The visual spectacle implemented across each of the four films considered within this 

research varies and, as such, the impact of each film’s geopolitical narrative varies too. 

According to one interviewee: 

 

In WHD especially, [visual spectacle] went global. The sky was attacked. We were 

being attacked by sea. By land. Sheer cities were falling. It almost made it a bit, “give 

me a break”... they must forget not to take away from what the film’s actually trying 

to portray. I think WHD is actually the worst for that (Claire, 20/08/2014). 

 

In this instance, the viewer felt that the message of internalised danger was lost due the 

narrative’s visual impulses tipping the scales of Andrew Spicer’s “impossible events” 

(Spicer, 2012:487). Critical engagement (Dittmer & Dodds, 2013:87) is not a mandatory 

pursuit as pertains to what a film should expect from its audience, but for the purposes of 

this research it was crucial. A balance between the amalgamation of real and digital is 

crucial too, particularly when the events depicted on screen are reflections of a troubled 

reality. As such, the appearance of an “uncanny valley” (Jentsch, 1906; Freud, 1919) across 

some of the narratives – ID and WHD in particular – where the presence of an uncanny or 

aesthetically-blended agency, has invaded the otherwise reality-based film narratives. The 

interviewee quoted above references this incursion of a visual spectacle – how the external 

enemy in WHD attacks the White House – and the subsequent interruption of “meaning-

making” as discussed in the methodology section of this paper (Monaco, 2009:178). 

 

Special effects, having felt an increase in popularity across Hollywood cinema since 

the advent of computer generated imagery, can therefore act as blockades when it comes to 

creating a reflective geopolitical narrative. Scott Bukatman captures the role special effects 

play within the boundaries of cinema: “Special effects emphasize real time, shared space, 

perceptual activity, kinaesthetic sensation, haptic engagement, and an emphatic sense of 
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wonder” (Bukatman, 2003:116). It is this emphatic sense of wonder that can hinder the 

impact of the film’s domestic terrorism narrative, as evidenced by the reaction of the 

previous interviewee. A scene in WHD embodies this disconnect, comically depicting the 

president firing a rocket launcher (Figure 4.8): 

 

Things like the car chase were almost comical, detracting from the seriousness of the 

situation – having rocket launchers hanging out of the car… takes away from the 

seriousness of the film (Michael, 14/08/2014). 

 

 

 

Unreal special effects, or reflections of the uncanny, are a hindrance to the geopolitical 

stories that unfold across the four films, and Jason Dittmer suggests that the struggle within 

the current Hollywood system of congregating technical aspects with reality means 

narratives are less flexible (Dittmer, 2011:120). This case study of four films – three overtly 

Hollywood and one independently produced – echoes Dittmer’s argument given that the 

most complex narrative, the one that opts for individual paranoia, is the film almost entirely 

devoid of visual spectacle, as opposed to the more straightforward semi-Manichean aspects 

of WHD and ID (Ó Tuathail, 2005:360). 

 

Taking these issues into consideration, it is worth briefly mentioning the positive side 

Figure 4.8 – President Sawyer (Jamie Foxx) firing a rocket launcher at invading 

enemies. A number of interviewees pointed out that the visual ridiculousness of this 

particular scene became part of a ‘sense of wonder’ that hindered the geopolitical 

narrative.  
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of cinematic visuality as relates to meaning-making and the construction of geopolitical 

agents, such as assemblages. Rather than implementing ‘impossible events’, each of the 

four films also tend towards realism at varying scales: 

 

After 9/11, I think the films are realistic. You might think they’re far-fetched… but 

the [narratives] are centred on the fact that somebody else – a neighbour in another 

country – could come in and bomb you. And terrorists could bomb the White House, 

because they’ve tried to do it, you know? They’ve collapsed two buildings. The 

movies are realistic to a certain point (Carolyn, 20/08/2014). 

 

For this interviewee, the combination of real world events and narratives that reflected real 

world events superseded any potential negative visual impacts of an ‘uncanny valley’. 

 

 “Little things” (Dodds, 2010:30) such as surveillance chips and secret plans in AR, or 

the recording device crucial to alleviating national threat in WHD, are crucial visual aspects 

imbued in a rhetoric of invasive geopolitics. These small objects laced throughout the 

narratives reproduce leftover Cold War agencies and reposition anxiety and fear into a 

postmodern, post-9/11 world where technological devices act as border infiltrators and 

threat is immediate. One interviewee felt the inclusion of nuclear weapon codes (Figure 

4.9) in OHF heightened the sense of paranoia: 

 

You’re a government… security is highly important. I think that was very apt in terms 

of the nuclear weapons codes… the security systems that were in place were there 

because of paranoia, because of fear, because of a lack of trust (Claire, 20/08/2014). 

 

In OHF, “the cinematic city” is ravaged by internal threat due to these aforementioned little 

things, and “icons” and “symbols” such as the White House and the American national flag 

are themselves threatened (Lukinbeal & Zimmermann, 2006:320). As well as coaxing forth 

a climate of paranoia and internalised danger as referenced by the interviewee, these objects 

reflective of Cold War tendencies imbue the films with a sense of realism and authenticity, 

in part because they are visually palatable. 
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Figure 4.9 – A terrorist enters one of three ‘Cerberus’ nuclear weapon codes, this 

device part of the “little things” encased in geopolitical rhetoric that generates a 

greater sense of threat and paranoia in OHF. 
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Chapter 5: Concluding Remarks 

 

This research paper has sought to understand and evaluate geopolitical agency and 

interaction within film narratives. As relates to the four films studied – ID, AR, OHF and 

WHD – the formulation of an enemy on screen often takes the form an anti-nationalist body, 

creating ‘borderless worlds’. Heroes too have become anti-heroes under the threatening 

pressure of an incursion to the nation-state. 

 

The paranoid state of mind is constructed differently across each of the films, where 

individual mania always proves fatal. A switch in threat locale and motive has occurred 

since 9/11, where defence of the nation-state is seen through a Western eye. Visuality is 

key to processing geopolitical narratives, and it is often the case that objects based in the 

real world hold more reverence in terms of threat-creation than computer generated visual 

spectacle does. 

 

As with all research, there are a number of issues relating to this paper that would be 

solved if afforded more time. Incorporating a wider range of interview participants not 

carrying a prevailing, and unavoidable, sense of bias towards myself would inject this 

research with greater diversity. A more rigorous selection process in terms of choosing 

particular films to focus on might also have been beneficial, however it is worth noting the 

plus side to a somewhat randomly selected batch of primary resources; there is a higher 

chance that the four films would be more reflective of reality. Finally, as a creative art form, 

films demand a totally subjective evaluation and therefore the results drawn from this 

research might differ from other results based on the same four films. 

 

As cinema is a constantly evolving medium that reflects, inverts and reproduces time-

sensitive cultures and social bodies, future research in the field of film geopolitics is 

something that must be carried out to accurately reflect change. Possible future nodes worth 

investigating include the increased mechanisation of war through the use of drone 

technology, or perhaps the advent of boundary-defying cyber terrorism where social media 

has been militarised and classically-defined borders eliminated (Dodds, Pinkerton & Young, 
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2011:115-117). ISIS, a new terrorist threat once again located outwith the U.S. nation-state 

has come to fruition through its harrowing use of media, the impact of which has yet to be 

explored on film. 
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Appendices 

The following are example excerpts from the transcripts of each interview conducted:  

A. 

 
B. 
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C. 

 
D. 
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E. 

 
F. 
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G. 

 

It should be noted that instances where text is capitalised and bracketed, as well as 

questions written in bold, represent the voice of the researcher (myself), whilst all other 

text represents the voice of each interview participant. 
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The following are examples of coded literature, film analysis and interviews: 

H. 
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I. 
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J. 
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