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THROUGHOUT ITS HISTORy, 
FILM has served as an important form 
of  entertainment, as well as a vital source 
of  public information. Despite the public’s 
tendency to consume film passively, it is a 
powerful distributor of  ideology, one that 
teaches audiences important lessons, suggests 
ways to look at the world, and aids us in 
the process of  cultural meaning-making. 
As a result, film can be used as an effective 
propaganda weapon to infiltrate the hearts 
and minds of  the masses, disseminating 
persuasive political messages in an attempt 
to control public opinion and support. When 
considering the history of  propaganda 
filmmaking, there is a tendency to first look at 
the Red Scare films of  the McCarthy era, as 
this was a time when the Cold War appeared 
most prominent. This paper however, will 
focus on the revival of  Cold War filmmaking 
during the “Second Cold War” of  the 1980s, 
which in many ways matched the tactics seen 
during the McCarthy era. Where the Cold 
War of  the 1940s was measured and subtle, 
its resurgence in the 80s under the Reagan 
administration was abrupt and aggressive, 
launching the world into a state of  fear and 
anxiety in regards to nuclear warfare and the 
potential for World War III. 

After decades of  softening, US and Soviet 
tensions were revived in full force following 
the Soviet invasion of  Afghanistan in 
1979 and the election of  President Ronald 
Reagan in 1980. Film, once again, became 
the US and Soviet Union’s primary means 
for disseminating propaganda. As the two 
superpowers fought a far more aggressive 
propaganda battle on the silver screen than 
before, filmmakers in more neutral countries 
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attempted to produce films that captured 
the devastating effects of  war, highlighting 
the fear and anxieties it brought upon the 
public. Both released in 1984, Red Dawn 
(Milius) and Threads (Jackson) are films tied 
directly to the renewal of  Cold War tensions 
between the United States and Soviet Union 
in the 1980s. However, their associations 
with and depictions of  this increasingly 
aggressive shift in the East-West paradigm 
were vastly different. Red Dawn is a product 
of  Hollywood’s “Reagan Revolution,” and 
is a strong example of  the prevailing anti-
communist, hyper-violent, wholly patriotic 
propaganda films produced by Hollywood 

at this time. Threads acts as powerful political 
commentary concerning these growing 
international tensions, highlighting a “what-
if ” scenario through its shocking depiction 
of  nuclear holocaust. Both films comment 
on the historical context in which they were 
created, portraying a potential World War 
III scenario. However, Red Dawn is a film 
that embodies Reagan’s aggressive pro-
war rhetoric, making use of  hyper-violent 
imagery and patriotic heroes to instill a 
sense of  pride back into post-Vietnam War 
America, as well as garner support for 
his national defense policies. Threads does 
not contain any heroes, happy endings, or 

b e low Woman cradling deceased infant 
shortly after nuclear blast in Threads (BBC, 
1984). The Warlock’s Home Brew



patriotic acts of  violence. Instead, it uses 
shocking realism and a fragmented narrative 
to captivate the viewer and make its leftist 
anti-war message heard.

By providing a comparative analysis of  
what I believe to be two culturally significant, 
yet generally understudied films, this essay 
looks to contribute to the growing field of  
study that is Cold War cinema, as well as 
help forward a new dialogue about films 
made specifically during the Second Cold 
War period of  the 1980s. When examining 
current Cold War cinema literature, it 
appears that this period in history tends to 
be overlooked, especially in comparison to 
the vast amount of  material written on the 
Red Scare films of  the McCarthy Era and 
the Hollywood blacklisting. Some of  these 
include popular books, such as Rebecca 
Prime’s Hollywood Exiles in Europe: The 
Blacklist and Cold War Film Culture (Rutgers 
University Press, 2014) and Jeff  Smith’s Film 
Criticism, the Cold War, and the Blacklist: Reading 
the Hollywood Reds (University of  California 
Press, 2014). However, it is not to say that the 
Second Cold War period and its relationship 
with film has never been explored. The 
books Hollywood’s Cold War (University of  
Massachusetts Press, 2007) by Tony Shaw 
and Cinematic Cold War: the American and Soviet 
Struggle for Hearts and Minds (University Press 
of  Kansas, 2014) by Tony Shaw & Denise 

J. youngblood both contain chapters that 
take a historical perspective while examining 
propaganda films of  the Second Cold War. 
This essay looks to build on some of  the ideas 
presented within those books through the 
comparative analysis of  Hollywood cinema 
(Red Dawn) with British cinema (Threads) at 
the time. In doing so, I also hope to navigate 
away from the films that are typically 
discussed in regards to this Cold War period 
(i.e., the Rambo series [US, Kotcheff  et al., 
1982] and the James Bond series [UK, young 
et al., 1962]). 

During the late 1960s through the 
1970s, America appeared to be left in a 
cynical malaise due to the postwar trauma 
following their failures in Vietnam. Tensions 
between the East and the West were finally 
dampening under the Jimmy Carter 
administration, and Hollywood was going 
through a major countercultural shift (Rossi 
13). The film culture of  the 1970s became 
dominated by the auteur who celebrated 
creativity, unconventional methods, and 
societal critique. This decade gave rise to the 
Hollywood Film Brats, including directors 
such as Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford 
Coppola, and Steven Spielberg, as well as 
cultivated a fair amount of  films that were 
directly critical of  the impacts of  the Vietnam 
War and the Cold War (Shaw 268). However, 
what is now referred to as the “golden 

age” of  Hollywood came to an abrupt and 
premature end following the election of  
Ronald Reagan in 1980 – the deregulation 
of  the film industry and rise of  neoliberal 
economics and ideology. Tony Shaw, 
author of  Hollywood’s Cold War, highlights 
that with this shift “came a new reliance 
on advertising and marketing,” as the film 
industry became dominated by businessmen 
and lawyers (292). Furthermore, there was 
a major shift to the political right as East 
and West tensions were aggressively revived 
by the Reagan administration. As a result, 
Hollywood’s “output in the 1980s spoke 
of  reaction and conservative reassurance,” 
explains Shaw, opening its door again as a 
tool for the construction and distribution of  
anti-Soviet propaganda (Ibid.). Consequently, 
“nationalistic and jingoistic overtones of  
the eighties replaced the dark cynicism that 
consumed much of  the earlier decade,” 
explains Samuel Rossi (22). 

Reagan, a former movie star himself, 
looked to restore a sense of  nationalism 
and pride in America, out of  fear that 
after the Vietnam War, they now looked 
weak and vulnerable to the rest of  world. 
Reagan planned to do this by reducing 
“Big Government,” restoring the stagnating 
economy, and most importantly, aggressively 
revamping national defense while actively 
engaging the Soviet Union in an arms race 
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(Rossi 16). Reagan launched an attack on 
the political left in America and overseas by 
making Hollywood and the production of  
films that embodied this Reaganistic ethos 
key to his presidency. One of  the greatest 
examples of  the propaganda films to come 
out of  the “Reagan Revolution” was Red 
Dawn, directed by John Milius, starring 
Patrick Swayze and Charlie Sheen.  

Red Dawn follows a group of  American 
teenagers who, in the wake of  World War 
III, form a guerrilla warfare unit they call 
the “Wolverines” in attempt to resist the 
occupation of  the invading Soviet Army. Red 
Dawn was one of  MGM’s first productions 
after the appointing of  the new, “miracle 
worker” CEO Frank yablans, who was 
placed in this position to save the company 
from deteriorating following financial losses 
during the 1970s (Shaw 269). Upon reading 
the script, yablans saw the opportunity to 
capitalize on the political shift happening 
in America, as well as the newly revived 
hatred toward the Soviet Union. So he 
fired the original, more liberal director and 
hired Milius, who “was renowned for his 
fascination with weaponry and his advocacy 
of  right-wing causes,” explains Shaw (270). 
Furthermore, he brought on military General 
Alexander Haig, who served under Ronald 
Reagan, to help develop the propagandistic 
power of  the film by creating an elaborate 
backstory depicting the rise of  the Soviet and 

Cuban alliance and eventual fall of  Western 
Europe and America (Shaw 270). 

Red Dawn was a product of  the Reagan 
Revolution, embodying his right-wing politics 
and rhetoric through an effectively hyper-
violent, pro-American, anti-communist 
narrative that celebrated violence while 
simultaneously condemning Soviet/
Cuban militarism. In doing so, the film 
draws clear lines between “us and them” 
and good versus evil in ways that made 
“Hollywood’s McCarthy-era Red-baiting 
material look positively restrained,” argues 
Shaw (269). This can be seen figuratively, 
in the portrayals of  the ruthless invading 
communist forces in comparison to the 
wholesome, all-American high schoolers 
belonging to the Wolverines, as well 
as literally. In one scene following the 
Wolverines’ killing of  several Soviet/Cuban 
soldiers, one of  the younger, more nervous 
boys asks Jed (Patrick Swayze), “What’s 
the difference between them and us?” He 
replies, “We live here.” The film also makes 
clever use of  American symbolism to further 
develop this polarization between the West 
and the East. The Wolverines travel on 
horseback through the Mid-American plains, 
a location associated closely with American 
history, patriotism, and violence. The film 
draws on the imagery of  a mythologized 
version of  American history – one ruled 
by American frontiersman and cowboys – 

in order to evoke nationalistic feelings in 
the audience (Shaw 273). Furthermore, 
the Americans are cast as the militaristic 
underdogs in this film, who, through sheer 
willpower and a drive for freedom, are able 
to withstand the soviet invasion. Positing the 
Americans as the underdogs was common 
to films of  the “Reagan Revolution,” as it 
greatly supported his excessive expenditure 
on national defense. 

Ultimately, Red Dawn, much like the 
other films of  the Reagan Era, responded 
to America’s feelings of  vulnerability and 
discontent brought on by their failures in 
Vietnam. Red Dawn offered Americans an 
easily digestible anti-communist plot that 
celebrated American patriotism, masculinity, 
and resilience. The protagonist of  the film, 
Jed, highlights the move away from the 
popularity of  the 1970s antihero, replacing 
him with the rugged, patriotic, “hard-
bodied” hero so common to the 1980s. 
Jed is the quintessential Reagan American 
hero. He fights for freedom and for victory, 
despite being at stark odds with the soviet 
forces, and much like Reagan, he believes 
“warlike violence is part of  a healthy 
American society,” explains Shaw (293). He 
is a hyper-masculine figure that shows no 
signs of  weakness while leading the group 
of  teenagers. He even instructs the boys to 
hide their emotions and instead be strong 
and aggressive. This is captured most notably 
in the scene after the Wolverines witness 
the execution of  a group of  American 
civilians, which includes some of  their family 
members. Sitting around a campfire, the 
boys cry and mourn the death their families 
until Jed begins yelling, “Don’t cry! Let it 
turn into something else.” This scene is also 
very similar to when they visit Jed’s captured 
father, who tells them, “you can’t afford to be 
crying anymore,” followed by him screaming 
“Avenge me!” This symbolizes Reagan’s 
efforts to shift the American attitude away 
from the unsatisfied, mournful state of  the 
1970s. In this sense, Reagan’s response to 
America’s “crying” after the Vietnam War 
would be very similar to Jed and his father’s, 
“Don’t cry! Turn it into something else.” 
That “something else” being vengeance 
through military aggression and an attack on 
left-wing politics. 

While the United States was battling 
the Soviet Union in an all-out propaganda 

Red Dawn was a product of the Reagan Revolution, embodying his 
right-wing politics and rhetoric through an effectively hyper-violent, 
pro-American, anti-communist narrative that celebrated violence while 
simultaneously condemning Soviet/Cuban militarism.

b e low Russian invaders stand outside 
a local McDonald’s in Red Dawn (United 
Artists, 1984)
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war, producing aggressively patriotic and 
anti-communist films, such as Red Dawn, 
filmmakers in other more neutral countries 
around the world were using film to actively 
protest and challenge the East/West conflict. 
One of  the most effective films in doing so 
was the British made-for-TV film Threads, 
directed by Mick Jackson. Threads is a 
documentary-style film that follows a young 
couple living in Sheffield, England, depicting 
their harrowing struggle before and after 
a nuclear holocaust. Much like the rest of  
world, nuclear issues were highly politicized 
within British domestic politics at this time. 
“Unilateral nuclear disarmament had been a 
manifesto commitment in the Labour Party’s 
unsuccessful 1983 election campaign,” yet it 
remained a heavily supported debate within 
British culture, explains Daniel Cordle (76). 
There were divisions across the country in 
local and state governments, as many local 
authorities openly protested national civil 
defense planning. This included Sheffield, the 
actual city in the film, which declared itself  a 
“nuclear-free zone” (Ibid.). It was also at this 
time that there was a major leftist uprising 
challenging the oppressive forces of  Margaret 
Thatcher. Furthermore, Britain was not a 
direct player in the US/Soviet propaganda 
battle, and therefore, the majority of  British 
media, including films like Threads, took a 
leftist, anti-war position on the subject matter.

Threads provided a powerful, horrific, and 
highly realistic portrayal of  the consequences 

World War III and nuclear warfare, one that 
greatly differed from Red Dawn’s. Threads 
follows the story of  Jimmy Kemp and 
Ruth Beckett, as well as their families in a 
pre- and post-apocalyptic Britain. Early in 
the film, before the nuclear attacks, Ruth 
discovers that she is pregnant with Jimmy’s 
baby. The young couple decides to keep 
the baby despite the economic recession 
and intensifying international conflict. The 
first half  of  the film plays out like a regular 
working-class drama about young love and 
hardship. However, following the initial 
bombing, Jimmy is killed, family members 
go missing, and the conventional narrative 
continuity becomes fragmented. The 
second half  the film now follows Ruth, as 
she struggles for survival in the devastated, 
dangerous, and disease-ridden England for 
the next ten years. The film is effectively 
directed as a docudrama, which Aubrey 
Underwood points out, “added not only to 
the interconnection between the personal 
and the political, but to the line between fact 
and fiction” (166). The film simultaneously 
follows the story of  Jimmy and Ruth (drama), 
while providing the audience with narration 
and on-screen facts concerning the details of  
the war (documentary). 

Unlike Red Dawn’s highly fictitious and 
action-packed depiction of  World War 
III, Threads aimed for, and achieved, an 
exceptional level of  realism in its depictions 
of  nuclear war and its decaying impacts on 
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Unlike Red Dawn’s highly fictitious and action-packed depiction of World 
War III, Threads aimed for, and achieved, an exceptional level of realism in 
its depictions of nuclear war and its decaying impacts on human culture.

b e low The Wolverines prepared for  
battle in Red Dawn (United Artists, 1984)

human culture. This seemed necessary to 
Jackson to ensure the film’s anti-war message 
was clear and powerful (Cordle 80). The film 
itself  was scientifically accurate and provided 
an elaborate and thoroughly realistic story 
of  how nuclear war may unravel in Britain. 
Cordle elaborates that, “science certainly 
served a powerful rhetorical function in 
validating its vision” (88). Furthermore, 
realism played an important role in 
bolstering the film’s effect on the viewer, 
making the disturbing imagery and story 
line all the more believable. For example, 
shocking realism and horrific imagery is used 
throughout the second half  of  the film as 
Ruth tries to navigate through her devastated 
and atomic environment. Through her 
eyes, the viewer is immersed into this world 
where we see images of  destroyed buildings, 
scorched bodies, and in one particularly 
disturbing scene, a mother rocking her 
dead infant child in her arms. This sense of  
immersion is what made it so effective, as 
Threads acts as “an expression of  the viewers’ 
own identity and culture,” which they are 
forced to watch deteriorate (Cordle 79). This 
use of  realism aided the films strong anti-
war message, suggesting the importance of  
nuclear disbarment to the public. 

Both Red Dawn and Threads contain 
well-researched and elaborately planned 
backstories to explain the emergence of  
World War III and its effects on society. As 
mentioned earlier, Red Dawn was devised 
by General Alexander Haig, who worked 
directly under President Reagan, while 
Threads was formulated in correspondence 
with leading British scientists, psychologists, 
and strategic experts (Cordle 88). As a 
result, these two backstories highlight the 
political positions inherent in both films. Red 
Dawn’s backstory posited the Soviets and 
Latin communists as the aggressors, who 
initiate the attack in Europe and invasion 
in America. Again, this reinforces a good 
versus evil, us-versus-them dynamic. Threads 
presents a neutral position, highlighting 
both the American and Soviet increases in 
aggression in Afghanistan and the eventual 
mutual bombing of  one another. By choosing 
to not depict either the Americans or the 
Soviets as the initiators, the film effectively 
takes a neutral political stance from which it 
can critique nuclear war itself. 

A common theme between Red Dawn and 
Threads is the loss of  family. In Red Dawn, 
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the group of  Wolverines have all lost family 
members to the Soviet forces. However, they 
decide to avenge their deaths with violence 
and military force. The loss of  family in 
Threads is never avenged. The father of  Ruth’s 
child dies, as does the rest of  her family in the 
proceeding years after the blast. There is no 
action taken to avenge these deaths. Instead, 
they are portrayed as bleakly informal 
because Ruth now lives in an environment 
surrounded by death. Furthermore, Threads 
avoids any depictions of  a hero protagonist 
whatsoever. To diminish any glorifications of  
war, Threads contains no hero at all. Nobody 
saves the day or avenges the deaths of  their 
friends and family and there are no patriotic 
displays of  violence in the film. Instead, the 
main protagonist is Ruth, a female, whose 
character can be seen in great contrast to the 
patriarchal politics of  Reagan and the male-
dominated films coming out in Hollywood at 
this time. 

Threads essentially shatters all narrative 
structures following the nuclear bombing 
halfway through the film. Before the 
bombing, the world is coherent, the 
characters experiences are easy to follow, and 
the entire story is held together by familiar 
narrative forms. Afterwards, “experience 
can no longer be processed so easily,” says 
Cordle, as these familiar narrative forms are 
abandoned and filmmaking conventions are 
broken (84). For example, prior to the nuclear 
war, the film focused heavily on Ruth and 
Jimmy’s relationship as well as their family’s 
relations with one another. After the nuclear 
attack, these relationships become contorted 
and forgotten and Ruth becomes the primary 
protagonist of  the film, whom we follow 
through short episodic events (Cordle 84). 
This adds a highly self-conscious level to the 
film – one that is never seen in Red Dawn. 
The film recognizes that such a catastrophic 
event would destroy the “the very societies 
and cultures which make such narratives 
meaningful” highlights Cordle (84). This 
is then mirrored in the fragmentation of  
Threads’ narrative and chaotic change of  
pace following the nuclear attacks. 

Following the revival of  cold war tensions 
in what is now known as the Second Cold 
War of  the 1980s, film once again became 
a primary tool in the construction and 
dissemination of  East/West propaganda. 
Reagan used Hollywood to depict images of  
a strong, masculine, and resilient nation in 
attempt to revitalize the post-Vietnam War 
malaise present in American attitudes at the 
time. Red Dawn was a film that truly embodied 
Reagan’s politics and vision by portraying 
a full-fledged Soviet/Latin invasion of  
America, where only a small group of  high 

school students led by the patriotic and hyper-
masculine Jed fight a battle for the greater 
good of  their country. Threads also depicts a 
possible World War III scenario, commenting 
on nuclear warfare, but does so from a 
contrasting left-wing and anti-war position 
that ultimately supports nuclear disbarment. 
Threads accomplishes this through harrowing 
realism and disturbing imagery intended 
to immerse the viewer into the traumatic 
experience of  nuclear war. Ultimately, both 
films use the context in which they were 
created to comment on the revival of  Cold 
War tensions and nuclear war. But where 
Red Dawn acts as Reaganistic propaganda 
further intensifying these tensions, Threads 
can be seen as an effective warning of  the 
devastating consequences they could cause. 
/end/
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