
2

Politics

Introduction

The problem in America is that we don’t apologise, and we don’t 
learn. The protests against the Iraq War worldwide were enormous. 
I don’t think Americans got a sense of the protest or the damage 
in Iraq at all. The protests were not that big a story in the USA. The 
American press report on every story from an American viewpoint. 
It is what comes naturally to them. It’s not done out of malice; they 
don’t know any better.1

In his introduction to an episode of the PBS programme Open 
Mind, recorded in January 1992, host Richard Heffner began by 
commending historian Charles Beard to his viewers, noting that 
Beard’s views on the limitations of recorded history suggested that 
it must be understood ‘as but an act of faith hopefully well and 
truthfully documented, of course, but essentially only what the 
purported historian (whether film maker, academic reporter, what 
have you) thinks of what someone else thinks, or saw, or heard, or 
believed’.2

In reaching back to one of America’s most distinguished histo-
rians, Heffner was inviting his audience to take a step away from 
the media storm that was assailing his guest on the show that day, 
and instead to re- examine their assumptions about how history is 
made, how politics is portrayed, and how print media are the purvey-
ors of a very particular process of recollection. The guest was Oliver 
Stone, and he was there to discuss his new release, JFK (1991). 
Centred on the 1969 trial of New Orleans businessman Clay Shaw 
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by Louisiana District Attorney Jim Garrison, the thrust of the movie 
was that Shaw and others had been involved in a conspiracy to assas-
sinate President John F. Kennedy in Dallas on 22 November 1963. 
Although he was by no means the first person to make the point, 
Stone sought to argue in the film that the Warren Commission’s 
investigation into the assassination, and its conclusion that Kennedy 
had been killed by a lone gunman, was essentially a myth. Hence the 
film’s assertion had ignited a media firestorm behind a director who 
was perceived to be not just imagining history, not just recreating it, 
but actually rewriting history to his own satisfaction.

That supposed rewriting took shape through the development of 
several fore- stories in the film concerning the background to Lee 
Harvey Oswald’s life, events at Dealey Plaza, Dallas, Texas on that 
fateful day, and a character otherwise known as ‘X’, but ostensibly 
based on Air Force Colonel L. Fletcher Prouty, around whom Stone 
built what he described as a ‘counter- myth’ to the Kennedy assassi-
nation. The counter- myth was that the American people needed to 
consider the possibility that Kennedy had been removed by a coup 
d’état ordered by unknown members of the institutional establish-
ment, and carried out by people within the security services.

The opprobrium that followed was nearly unprecedented, and 
might have broken other directors of less physical and mental 
resolve than Stone. Writing in the Washington Post –  a paper that 
had carried a critique of the film while it was still in production –  
Rita Kempley asserted that Stone’s talent was to bend the truth 
with mirrors3 –  and that was one of the more generous reviews. 
Jonathan Rosenbaum, in the Chicago Reader, called it ‘three 
hours of bombast’.4 Vincent Canby, in the New York Times, stated 
that ‘the film’s insurmountable problem is the vast amount of 
material it fails to make coherent sense of’.5 One critic offering 
an endorsement was Newsweek reviewer David Ansen, who took 
to congratulating Stone for taking on the subject and making 
people think, as well as generally testing the waters in America 
at the time of what was acceptable, appropriate or even enter-
tained by a pliant public fed on a discourse of triumph, tragedy 
and redemption in the post- war era.6 The ‘American Century’ 
that Luce had talked so vividly of in 1941 was alive and well in 
this cultural narrative: punctured, but not fatally so, by succes-
sive military escapades and assassinations, and reimagined in 
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a most potent and redemptive form in JFK’s own presidency. 
In Stone’s version of this post- war story, as his film laid out in 
its opening ten- minute montage sequence, Luce’s ‘American 
Century’, the ‘triumphal purpose of freedom’ whose goal was the 
fabled ‘American Dream’, had become nothing so much as an 
American nightmare. Fed on lies, deception and misinforma-
tion, the Kennedy assassination was, for Stone, the beginning of 
a fall from grace that was as long as it was wide.

Years later in the Untold History of the United States book and doc-
umentary series that he assembled with historian Peter Kuznick, 
Stone equated the assassination to the bestselling novel by Fletcher 
Knebel and Charles W. Bailey II, Seven Days in May,7 of which 
Kennedy had had an advance copy. The military coup at the heart 
of that story –  made into a film less than a year later by director 
John Frankenheimer –  has Kennedy being quoted as saying: ‘It’s 
possible, it could happen in this country.’8 The inference was clear. 
The counter- myth to the lone gunman, the ‘beyond the reach and 
influence of institutional forces’ story that few could either believe 
or stomach, was still in place in Stone’s mind –  and part of a wider 
history that was not so much forgotten, as never told correctly in 
the first place. Referring to the Cuban missile crisis and Vietnam 
among many of the mitigating dilemmas, Stone highlighted a 
number of Warren Commission supporters including Lyndon 
B. Johnson, Robert Kennedy and Texas governor John Connolly –  
who had been injured in the shooting –  who all expressed private 
doubt at the Commission’s 1964 findings.

For Stone then, this matter –  as with many of his considerations 
of America’s past –  was never just about cinema as history, nor 
the responsibilities of the filmmaker to history. JFK was about the 
true nature of political and historical enquiry, about the best ways 
of communicating alternative or counter- mythic tales of the recent 
past and/ or the lost and impenetrable state of society. Stone’s cham-
pions in this regard –  critics and colleagues such as Classification 
and Rating Administration (CARA) head Richard Heffner –  always 
have known that what he wanted to do was not test the resolve of 
history or the political culture, but the will of people to accept –  
even if they did not agree with –  alternative views of history, and 
thus challenge what the meaning of the past could (and should) be 
for all of us as cinemagoers and citizens.
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Therefore, history for Stone has always been a matter of commu-
nicating with, and examining, the political establishment. In his 
writing for other directors, Midnight Express (Alan Parker, 1978), 
along with Scarface (Brian De Palma, 1983) and Year of the Dragon 
(Michael Cimino, 1985), the work constituted a pre- political phase 
in which Stone honed his ability to deliver a particularly visceral 
style of storytelling that was of itself cinematic. The political agen-
das, if not absent, were restrained, while the social commentary, 
controversial as it was in the case of these films, nevertheless was 
integral to the personal stories of the central characters. Billy Hayes 
(Brad Davis) in Midnight Express, Tony Montana (Al Pacino) in 
Scarface and Stanley White (Mickey Rourke) in Year of the Dragon 
are all victims of their own drug and violence- induced excesses. 
The reality was that in these early collaborations with De Palma, 
Cimino and John Milius, any political angles that Stone saw oppor-
tunities to explore in the writing were diluted very quickly by his 
junior position vis- à- vis the director.

In Scarface, for  example –  a film that would provide street credi-
bility when he later talked to death squad hitmen in preparation for 
Salvador (1986) –  Stone saw Tony Montana as essentially left- wing 
and a rebel, not some one- dimensional narcissistic and nihilistic 
hoodlum.9 Others, as Welsh and Whaley note, saw nothing more 
than a right- wing political bias lurking in the shadows, although 
that inference disintegrated in the face of what was to follow.10 
With Salvador, Stone’s examination of Reagan- era foreign policy in 
Central America shifted gears and confirmed a radical intent in his 
work. The visceral writing found an outlet in Stone’s directing that 
was at least as combative and aggressive in its focus as his screen-
plays had been up to this point. Moreover, having directorial con-
trol, he discovered, gave a much- needed clarity to his evolution as a 
filmmaker. Salvador provided the subject matter as well as the artis-
tic chance to proffer political ideas and critiques, with an individual 
shooting style that began to hone his fabled visual immediacy.

Unlike the firsthand experience in Vietnam, Stone’s education 
concerning Central American politics was gifted to him by an old 
friend, Richard Boyle, in dramatic fashion. A journalist whom he 
had known for a number of years, Boyle persuaded Stone to go 
on a trip to El Salvador in early 1985 to prepare the first draft of 
a screenplay about the violence that Boyle had seen there. What 
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Stone saw shocked him –  the consequences of the civil war, as well 
as the social and economic reach of Cold War policy –  but he knew 
that there was exciting material for a film too.11 However, following 
the trip, there was still no way to finance the film.12 In March 1985, 
Stone’s father Lou was hospitalised, and within a few days passed 
away. It had been Lou Stone’s scepticism about his son’s ability to 
write that had fuelled the fires of Stone’s military stint in Vietnam. 
He later recalled that the reconciliation he had with his father was 
not all that he would have wished for, but his father’s encourage-
ment and entreaty acknowledged the consistent demand for great 
stories and great storytellers.13 In the aftermath of his father’s 
death, Stone’s tribute was to believe in himself, in the writing, and 
in a renewed determination to secure a deal for Platoon (1986) and 
complete Salvador.

The trip to Central America cut through Stone’s lingering 
Republican leanings. The making of Salvador marked the point 
where he felt confident enough to begin to tackle a major politi-
cal subject, and it is instructive to note the amount of energy that 
he ultimately committed to the project. This was no lightweight 
dalliance with the idea of a political film that might add some 
gravitas to his filmmaking credentials. Stone had been changed 
by what he saw in El Salvador, and was committed to putting the 
country’s story on screen. Yet, while Orion Pictures had first option 
on distributing Salvador, its CEO Mike Medavoy chose to pass, cit-
ing the film as just too violent and bloody –  if anything, it was too 
committed.

Into Orion’s shoes stepped small British company, Hemdale. 
Hemdale had bankrolled the production already and now, with lim-
ited resources available, championed its distribution. Alas, it could 
not prevent the picture being dropped after a brief appearance 
in cinemas in March 1986; however, by now the fledgling video 
market had taken shape in the USA, with films subject to rental 
and sell- through options that could give renewed life to neglected 
product. So it was that during 1986, Salvador’s appearance in these 
developing video charts suddenly propelled the film and its direc-
tor into the spotlight of a wider audience, including influential crit-
ics such as Pauline Kael. Not everyone was entirely sure what they 
were looking at: was Salvador a contributor to the macho 1980s 
posturing that had been so successful for the Rambo series, or was 
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it in the vein of Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now? Kael herself wrote 
in The New Yorker that it might be a little of both. Salvador suggested 
a new political energy for Stone, she thought, but its ideology still 
seemed simplistic. ‘It shapes the issues so that we’re seeing the pri-
mal battle for good and evil,’ she observed. ‘[But] what he has here 
is a right- wing macho vision joined to a left- leaning polemic.’14

Kael’s endorsement was hardly ringing, but she correctly identi-
fied the way in which Stone was attempting to mix a growing 1980s 
penchant for big- screen masculine attitudinising à la Rambo, while 
all the while welding it to an agenda that was questioning and 
critical, not institutionally reinforcing and conservatively minded. 
Boyle (James Woods) and Doctor Rock’s (Jim Belushi) emergence 
into the country’s political and social meltdown is swift and uncom-
promising, punctured by on- street executions, and ultimately recall 
to the (actual) assassination of Archbishop Óscar Romero, gunned 
down while holding mass in San Salvador in 1980. Boyle spots the 
story and exposure to be had of American complicity in a nation’s 
collapse, but gets personally caught in the maelstrom when he 
falls for Maria, a woman he then attempts to help escape from the 
country.

Perhaps Salvador lacked subtlety, but its key ingredients –  leftist 
politics, gritty visual pyrotechnics and committed central charac-
ters –  provided a film template that would define Stone’s political 
agenda for much of his career. In other words, his interest in devel-
oping a broader political critique of recent American history had 
found its initial register with Salvador.

The film’s release may have been restricted, but it did pique 
the interest of some who remained ignorant of the US adminis-
tration’s efforts to support regimes in Central America that were 
considered friendly to American interests, while engaging in sub-
version towards those governments that were perceived as hostile. 
Unfortunately –  both for the film’s backers and those who wanted 
the issues aired –  the film came out some seven months before the 
Iran– Contra affair first started to percolate into the public domain 
in November 1986, and so missed aligning itself with some of the 
biggest debates of the decade that started to pile criticism on Ronald 
Reagan’s combative foreign policy. Salvador tackled a foreign policy 
doctrine that had grown in force throughout the Cold War period, 
and which was seeing the results of containment finally come 
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home to roost in regions such as Central America. Five years on, 
Stone’s next overt political critique, JFK (1991), gripped its audi-
ence –  critics, the public and political class alike –  with an imme-
diacy that made Salvador’s polemics look sluggish.

Salvador had impressed some critics with its brutal realism of 
the injustices inherent in that country and how it was being used 
as a pawn in a wider ideological battle. JFK, meanwhile, attempted 
nothing less than a re-imagining  of post- war American history. 
Stone’s emergent cinematic thesis had found a subject that was 
already mapping out the new rules of political controversy in cin-
ema, even before the director unveiled his alternative vision of the 
nation’s most visceral twentieth- century event.

Therefore, this chapter traces the evolution of Stone’s political 
consciousness and his articulation of America’s twentieth- century 
outlook by revisiting JFK, the film that placed Stone centre- stage 
in this assault on establishment doctrine and routine. It then con-
siders how that critique was honed in his subsequent documen-
tary work, in particular Comandante (2003) and South of the Border 
(2010). The chapter also revisits the debate about drama- as- history, 
as well as locating Stone’s documentary work within that genre’s 
tradition and trends over recent years, including the increasing 
presence of feature film aesthetics and entertainment values.

JFK

By the time JFK hit US cinemas in late 1991, Stone’s political film-
making was the subject of op- ed pages in major national newspa-
pers, not simply the province of independently- minded film critics. 
The initial reception to the counter- mythic rendering of Kennedy’s 
death constructed two opposing ranks almost immediately. In one 
corner stood the media –  primarily print journalists, but supported 
by a few television commentators –  who jumped on the ‘controver-
sies’ and ‘inaccuracies’ as they saw it in the film with relish. In the 
opposing corner were the American (and later world) cinemagoing 
audience, who lapped up the conspiracy messages in the storyline, 
and who rankled the media still further –  not just through their 
acceptance of Stone’s version of events as the absolute gospel, but 
in their assertion that Stone was a more reliable witness than the 
US government.
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JFK was released just five days before Christmas 1991 in the 
USA, in the face of vitriolic commentary from a range of main-
stream publications including the New York Times and Washington 
Post –  which had begun their critique while the film was still in 
production –  and Newsweek magazine. In the pages of the New York 
Times, Tom Wicker wondered if Stone’s film conspired against rea-
son.15 Newsweek’s headline, ‘Twisted History’ was backed up by an 
unattributed assertion that ‘Oliver Stone’s JFK is not just an enter-
tainment; it’s a piece of propaganda for a huge conspiracy theory of 
the Kennedy murder’.16 Drawing upon District Attorney Garrison’s 
personal account of his attempts to secure a conviction in the case, 
the film pieces together his inquiry into pro- Cuban activism in his 
home city of New Orleans in the years up to Kennedy’s death, lead-
ing him to Lee Harvey Oswald by way of Clay Shaw, FBI employee, 
New Orleans policeman and private investigator Guy Banister, 
pilot David Ferrie and other assorted malcontents.17 Inspired in the 
film by a meeting with an unnamed government official who tells 
Garrison on a trip to Washington, DC of some of the unexplained 
events in government circles going on before, and on the day of, 
the assassination, Garrison unsuccessfully pursues a conviction 
against alleged CIA operative Shaw (Tommy Lee Jones), revealing 
a major plot and unseen evidence, backed by Abraham Zapruder’s 
8 mm home film footage, in the long closing court scenes of the 
picture.

The headlines might have been less than convinced by Stone’s 
approach projected through Garrison –  with assistance from Jim 
Marrs’ book, Crossfire: The Plot That Killed Kennedy18 –  but the film 
nevertheless found favour with a swathe of filmgoers and went on 
to make more than $70 million at the US box office. However, out-
side the USA its commercial performance was unprecedented for a 
three- hour movie about American political history. Total worldwide 
takings topped $210 million, but that still was not enough for the 
naysayers back home.

Ironically enough, at least part of the explanation for the public’s 
endorsement of the film and their broadly solid support of Stone 
could be found in these same media outlets that were directing fire 
at the director’s agenda. For example, in a May 1991 Washington 
Post article, George Lardner Jr –  a leading critic of Stone and the 
film –  noted that a survey conducted earlier the same month by the 
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newspaper had found that 56 per cent of Americans thought the 
assassination was a conspiracy, and that only 19 per cent were pre-
pared to accept that Oswald –  the gunman identified by the Warren 
Commission as President Kennedy’s killer –  had acted alone.19 
Similarly, in a February 1992 New York Times report about CBS 
news anchor Dan Rather –  a long- time supporter of the Warren 
Commission and another erstwhile critic of Stone’s film –  the 
paper reported the finding from a joint Times– CBS survey that 77 
per cent of the 1,281 people polled within the previous two weeks 
believed that people other than Oswald had been involved in the 
assassination.20 Therefore, far from throwing doubt on Stone’s the-
sis, the initial reviews and commentaries about JFK were actually 
confirming a public scepticism that was already in place before the 
film had seen the light of day. All the media’s aggressive rebut-
tal of the film was doing was showing audiences that the media 
themselves were in cahoots with the establishment concerning the 
assassination and Warren Commission findings.

That predisposition had been arrived at through a complex 
process: of assimilation of the Warren Report itself and then of a 
stream of media commentaries, books and television programmes 
arranged on both sides of the argument over a long period before 
Stone intervened. Then there were official governmental reports 
that some commentators seemed reluctant to pigeonhole with the 
film, let alone the wider public perception. For example, the House 
Select Committee on Assassinations summary report on 2 January 
1979 did reaffirm the Warren Commission findings about Oswald. 
Nevertheless, on the basis of acoustic evidence presented to the 
committee, they went on to say:

The committee believes, on the basis of the evidence available to 
it, that the President John F. Kennedy was probably assassinated 
as a result of a conspiracy. The committee is unable to identify the 
other gunman or the extent of the conspiracy.21

Thus, by the time of JFK’s release, the public had been already 
exposed to counter- arguments, conjecture and the spectacle of two 
not- wholly consistent government reports on the assassination a 
decade- and- a- half apart. Indeed, all the information had been cir-
cling as common cultural currency in the conspiracy debate since 
the shooting, resulting in a level of doubt among the public which, 
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some political insiders mistakenly believed, had been assuaged 
by the passage of time. Unlike Salvador five years earlier, JFK met 
the public’s gaze head- on with its subject and concerns, and chal-
lenged them to accept, believe in, or just generally consider the 
possibility that the assassination offered stark evidence of a mul-
titude of establishment sins. In one film, Stone suddenly found 
himself capturing the zeitgeist of an era, and he reaped the benefits 
and whirlwind all at the same time.

As the fallout from the film’s release began to bite, Richard 
Heffner’s questioning during the Open Mind interview confirmed 
where Stone had taken film as political medium in the post- Reagan, 
supposedly newly- enlightened 1990s. Heffner suggested that part 
of the negative reaction from the press –  the ‘Lords of Print’ as he 
called them –  derived from their own fear of the increasingly per-
suasive power of film.

Heffner asked whether this capability to combine fact and specu-
lation left the American public at the mercy of whoever happened 
to be the most skilled custodian of these powers of persuasion. 
Stone conceded the point, but countered that he and the research 
team had exercised a self- appointed responsibility to the facts and 
done ‘the best we could’.22 While audiences may well have been 
impressed by the imagery, the mix of original and shot footage, 
the varieties in film stock and the use made of the iconic (and by 
then also infamous) Zapruder footage taken in Dealey Plaza as the 
motorcade passed by, the picture’s real attraction was –  as Heffner’s 
questions suggested –  probably elsewhere. What the film offered 
was not a persuasive narrative that essentially closed the argument 
to the satisfaction of all –  the press response to the film bore wit-
ness to that –  but rather an organising narrative for those already 
concerned about the veracity of the Warren Commission findings, 
and who had seen fragments of so many of the visual metaphors 
with which Stone filled the screen. For those who had been con-
fused about the cumulative and conflicting stories and explana-
tions offered in the years after the Commission’s report was issued, 
here was a scrapbook of imagery and ideas anchored around the 
Zapruder footage, coalesced into a thesis that postulated duplicity, 
if not outright institutional lying.

Just as Garrison had first brought the Zapruder film into the 
public domain during the trial of Clay Shaw in 1969, so Stone 
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utilised Garrison’s story in JFK to provide a renewed level of pub-
lic scrutiny for the killing, again through Zapruder’s handheld 
camera. The final frames of the 26.6 seconds of colour imagery 
exhibited during the long courtroom denouement, which show 
the president recoiling backwards from the fatal headshot, con-
firmed for many the core of Stone’s thesis: that the bullet that 
pushed Kennedy backwards could not have come from behind 
him –  specifically from the book depository building on the cor-
ner of Elm Street –  but from slightly ahead of the motorcade and, 
most obviously, from the grassy knoll just a few yards to the side 
of where Zapruder was filming, on the west side of the plaza. 
For the film to establish that fact, as many asserted that it did, 
there had to be more than one assassin. For there to be more than 
one rifle shooter in Dealey Plaza that day –  whether Lee Harvey 
Oswald was holding a gun at that moment or not in the book 
depository –  there had to have been a conspiracy, as the 1979 
Congressional report asserted.

The exploration of characters, plots and history in the film added 
up to this central contention. Therefore, the conclusion that many 
observers could not shy away from was the fact that the history of 
America on that fateful day in November 1963 had been recorded 
in official documents wrongly, misrepresented as something else, 
propagandised to be and mean one thing, when in fact it did add 
up to something entirely different. However –  as the argument 
here is at pains to point out –  all these questions and assertions, 
the whole debate that surrounded JFK the film, the mocking and 
measured comments, the affirmation and denunciation that Stone 
enjoyed and endured in equal measure, was not just because his 
picture was perceived, rightly or wrongly, as a rewrite of history.

The media firestorm that raged for months, and indeed years, 
after the release occurred because JFK and Stone were perceived 
(correctly) to have a political agenda: one that sought to expose cor-
ruption, malfeasance and pervasive control within the corridors of 
power. Therefore, JFK did not just challenge history; it challenged 
the robustness of the American democratic experiment, and the 
central tenets on which the republic had been built since 1776. Its 
conclusion was that the institutions of the USA had been found 
wanting, and that they were denying the American people redress 
and redemption.
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Nonetheless, in defending his film and hence defending an all- 
encompassing counter- myth to the Warren Commission, Stone 
also was making a crucial transition in his career. By 1991 he was 
being viewed, in the words of Time’s reporter Richard Zoglin, as 
‘filmdom’s most flamboyant interpreter of the 1960s’: a refer-
ence to the central historical setting of Platoon (1986), Born on the 
Fourth of July (1989) and The Doors (1991).23 These films, together 
with Midnight Express (1978), Wall Street (1987) and Salvador saw 
Chicago Sun- Times critic Roger Ebert detecting an angry director 
wanting to set the record straight.24 What made JFK a watershed 
for Stone was that his effort to set that record straight had moved 
far beyond the critique of Hollywood’s rendering of the reality of 
Vietnam that underscored Platoon and Born on the Fourth of July; 
indeed, far further than the esoteric and driven polemics on for-
eign policy in Salvador or the business ethics in Wall Street. In the 
wake of JFK, Stone’s mission was no longer just about acting as 
commentator for and about the 1960s and early 1970s, broadly 
exposing an unwinnable and ultimately unpalatable war that was 
hugely unpopular by its close.

Just two years after JFK’s release, in 1993, the op- ed pages had 
become vituperative. Oliver Stone had become Hollywood’s enfant 
terrible, a jumbled mass of angry, polemical anti- Americanism 
that was only interested in his own agenda and his own self- 
aggrandisement –  or so his critics said. Californian House 
Representative Bob Dornan went so far as to describe Stone in 
1992 as an ‘America hating, freedom hating acerbic director’, and 
claimed in the same Congressional debate that he was a ‘man that 
pours acid literally into the thought processes of young people 
across this country’.25

As this line and level of scorn suggests, Oliver Stone became the 
media’s, the establishment’s and some of the public’s bête noire, 
not because he was a historical filmmaker intent on portraying 
different or alternative perspectives of the past –  others had done 
that before and since without this level of attack. It was because 
he was a ‘political’ filmmaker who wanted to challenge convention 
and kick against the system in every conceivable way. Politics that 
had once informed and intrigued Stone’s writing now became the 
soul of his filmmaking, and everyone understood that fact. JFK was 
not the beginning point for this fascination –  his career had been 
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mapping that path already, long before Garrison, Zapruder, Dealey 
Plaza and magic bullets –  what the film did do was assert the pri-
macy of that wider political perspective.

The seriousness of Stone’s political development was realised 
not just in his advocacy of the release of government files per-
taining to the assassination, but in the fact that, whatever the 
reviews of the film seemed to say, the man himself was receiv-
ing a serious hearing on the subject from the very political estab-
lishment that he was critiquing. Following a special screening 
of the film for members of Congress in 1991, Stone met with 
a number of senior politicians at the beginning of March 1992. 
Included in these meetings was Senator David Boren, chair of the 
Senate Intelligence Committee, as well as House Representative 
Louis Stokes, who formerly had headed the self- same House 
Select Committee on Assassinations that had signalled an offi-
cial acknowledgement of a likely conspiracy at Dealey Plaza.26 At 
the meetings, plans were discussed for establishing an ARRB, 
with the aim of making public many of the government files relat-
ing to Kennedy’s assassination that had remained closed since 
1963. The ARRB started its work in 1994, and by November 1998 
it had released some 33,000 previously restricted files into the 
National Archives. In December 1997, the ARRB released files 
that supported one of Stone’s key contentions in the film: that by 
October 1963, President Kennedy had initiated a drawdown of 
US military advisors in Vietnam, with the clear implication that 
had he remained in office, the military build- up in the mid- 1960s 
would not have taken place.27 After the closure of the ARRB, the 
accumulation of relevant records by the National Archives and 
Records Administration continued, building to a total of some 
five million pages of material.28

While many files were withheld and some of the released files 
had sections redacted, the result seemed a remarkable achievement 
for a filmmaker –  one whose career at that point, while on the up- 
and- up, was not long- standing or especially revered. In so doing, 
Stone was absorbing his own art and acting on the advice given 
to Garrison by ‘X’ in the pivotal moment of JFK, when Donald 
Sutherland’s character tells the district attorney that he must con-
tinue with his investigation and ‘stir the shitstorm’, in the hope of 
creating a critical mass that will force the truth into the open.
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That storm abated as the years went on, but a resurgence seems 
likely by 2017 –  the date set by the ARRB for the declassification and 
release of all the remaining documents in the National Archives. 
Yet one should be reminded that the legislation underpinning the 
ARRB left open the possibility that the then president could cer-
tify documents for a further period of restriction. Tentative closure 
maybe but, like Stone’s movie, the truth still threatened to remain 
frustratingly beyond the public’s grasp.

However, just as an aspiring politician’s career is reinforced by 
electoral victory in campaign after campaign, so a filmmaker’s 
influence in Hollywood is consolidated by box office success. JFK 
passed so far beyond mere commercial film success, and beyond 
the usual time- constrained spotlight for a film, that it was easy 
to forget that its maker did not benefit from any such consolida-
tion. The inexorable rise that critical attention had set in train with 
Salvador was consolidated with a series of commercial, often well- 
received successes which had made Stone the leading filmmaker 
of the age by 1992. After this, he was buffeted by highly publicised 
public and private controversies: put simply, the films fared less 
well. Heaven and Earth (1993) and Nixon (1995) kept him on track 
with films that returned once again to his favourite haunts: namely 
Vietnam, politics and the 1960s more generally. While both aes-
thetically and ideologically these films had things to commend 
them, commercially they were major disappointments.

Added to this was the swirl of media criticism directed at the 
film sandwiched between these two pictures which, while far-
ing much better at the box office, at one point threatened to be 
even more controversial than JFK. Starring Woody Harrelson and 
Juliette Lewis, Natural Born Killers (1994) was a violent, MTV- age, 
modern- day Bonnie and Clyde- type road movie that initially looked 
like it would combine the talents of Stone and the original writer 
and newly- established Hollywood wunderkind, Quentin Tarantino. 
Stone brought a whole new generation of young film- watchers into 
his orbit with the picture, attracted by what they perceived to be 
Natural Born Killers’ wildly nihilistic pretensions; but it also quickly 
made him persona non grata in some Hollywood circles and beyond. 
In Variety, Todd McCarthy observed that the film’s style ‘may be 
akin to a shotgun blast, but it still manages to hit the bull’s eye’.29 
However, the arguments with Richard Heffner at CARA about the 
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rating for the film, and the discomfort that the subject matter per-
sonally caused to Warner Bros.’ chair Bob Daly, left their marks on 
Stone.30 It was a film that Hollywood found hard to accept, even 
with its commercial success.31

Meanwhile, Tarantino accepted full payment for an original 
screenplay that was typically uncompromising and resonant of 
his debut cult hit, Reservoir Dogs (1992) from two years before, as 
well as his much- touted script for what became Tony Scott’s True 
Romance (1993). With the critical wind blowing in his direction, 
Tarantino’s profile allowed him to get away with stating to Stone 
and everyone else who cared to listen that he disapproved of the 
rewrite of his script for Stone’s movie.32 Together with the turmoil 
in his personal life, which resulted in the collapse of his marriage 
to Elizabeth Stone in 1993, the spat with Tarantino and the reac-
tion to Natural Born Killers provided reams of commentary in the 
media, but not all of it of the kind that Stone wished for, and he was 
catapulted into a period of depression and reassessment.

Natural Born Killers had been Stone’s idea of a satirical comment 
on ‘the replacement of values with media and its love of violence’,33 
prompted in part by media fixation on the O. J. Simpson arrest 
and trials for the murder of his ex- wife, Nicole Brown Simpson 
and Ronald Goldman that were going on in the same period. It 
was the end of a first- stage political development in Stone’s cinema 
that had been anchored by JFK. How those sociopolitical themes 
played out, and what they meant for the renewal of his ideologi-
cal consciousness from here on in, are worthy of reflection at this 
juncture.

Politics as cultural authority

Arguably, politics has been the worst of all pursuits for filmmakers 
throughout Hollywood’s history. The triumphant and insightful, 
not to say commercially successful, films in this genre often are 
perceived to be few and far between. For every Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington (1939) there is a State of the Union (1948); for every 
The Manchurian Candidate (1962), a Seven Days in May (1964); and 
for every JFK there is a Nixon. However, each of these combina-
tions are instructive: the first pair were directed by Frank Capra, 
the second by John Frankenheimer, and the third by Stone. Yet 
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there are arguments to support not only the rehabilitation, but the 
advancement, of the second film in each couplet above their more 
famous and acclaimed sibling. Capra’s State of the Union gave a 
rare post- war insight into the machinations of politics in the late 
1940s and the ‘Beltway’,34 insider mentality that had long taken a 
hold of Washington. Frankenheimer’s Seven Days in May was an 
all- too- realistic appraisal of the ways in which a coup d’état emanat-
ing out of the military could be executed in the USA; while Stone’s 
was an altogether more complex political biopic that squared off 
the megalomania with the masterly politician in Richard Nixon.

What does such a contrast prove, and why make the compari-
son? Because seemingly, it is iconography, symbolism, controversy 
and repetition that wins the day when it comes to remembering 
significant political pictures: a set of cinematic traits that are more 
prominent than in any other generic category of filmmaking. While 
good, State of the Union had nothing of Capra’s flare for political 
imagery that showcased Mr. Smith nine years earlier in 1939; John 
Frankenheimer’s Seven Days in May lacked the direct political con-
troversy and deep- seated fears of infiltration that his Manchurian 
Candidate bought to the table in 1962, as well as having nothing 
like its controversial ‘shelving’ in the light of the Kennedy assas-
sination a year after release; and Nixon had none of the historical 
attack and incendiary claims to which JFK could lay claim. The 
result has been that each lesser- regarded work, in the eyes of critics 
and fans at least, became the poorer relation. Arguably, the latter 
films were just not as entertaining, vibrant or pulsatingly exciting 
at times as their better- known companions. Nonetheless, the sec-
ond three are just as important in many ways –  if not even greater 
landmark presentations than their famous counterparts –  and this 
says a great deal about the role of politics, and the state of political 
filmmaking in Hollywood, in Stone’s time and earlier.

In order to be truly successful, iconic political movies some-
how must embody a contest for ‘cultural authority’, to use Luc 
Herman’s phrase.35 Herman’s comment referred back to JFK and 
the battle that ensued between Stone’s version of events and the 
‘official’ account that stuck to long- established precepts. However, 
when he also states that Stone ‘succeeded in having his product of 
popular culture taken seriously as a vehicle of truth,’ he intimates 
that for which many, if not all, political movies strive.36 Yes, they 
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are entertainment, they should have driving and credible narra-
tives, and they should seek to encourage great performances from 
their players –  but more than any other types of film, they also 
should bridge the distance between popular reconstruction and 
ideological examination. Political films of whatever hue should 
want to be taken seriously, the argument suggests: they should 
want to endorse, contest and unpick the political establishment in 
all its forms. If any modus operandi ought to fit the cinema of Oliver 
Stone, then surely this was it.

In their survey of American political films, Terry Christensen 
and Peter Haas note a slow evolution in Hollywood’s handling of 
political representation.37 While pre- war Hollywood trumpeted the 
Capraesque theme of heroes fighting the system with a little help 
from the ‘people’, post- Second World War depictions acknowl-
edged ever- growing limitations on successful individual action: a 
binary separation that Capra’s Mr. Smith and State of the Union rep-
resent very nicely.

The power of the system to corrupt individuals evoked in All the 
King’s Men (Robert Rossen, 1949) and Advise and Consent (Otto 
Preminger, 1962) then took a much darker turn in several New 
Hollywood- era productions, including The Candidate (Michael 
Ritchie, 1972), Executive Action (David Miller, 1973), The Parallax 
View (Alan J. Pakula, 1974), Three Days of the Condor (Sydney 
Pollack, 1975) and All the President’s Men (Alan J. Pakula, 1976). 
These films reflected profound changes in politics during the 
decade of their making, but they also mirrored alterations going 
on in the film industry, including the abolition of the Production 
Code in 1968, and the move towards –  for a while at least –  an 
increasing focus on auteurist directorial power in American cin-
ema. Ultimately the films provided evidence of an increasing 
cinematic engagement with questions of unchecked institutional 
authority; although, as Richard Maltby notes, more pragmatic and 
commercial motives also were in evidence. In The Candidate, for 
example, Maltby suggests that the film’s effectiveness as a politi-
cal critique was challenged by the producers’ self- conscious use 
of Robert Redford’s star persona as Bill McKay in the lead role.38 
Michael Ritchie’s film exposed the growing media infiltration of 
politics resulting in a greater emphasis on personality and style in 
electoral campaigns, and yet the film unabashedly used its star’s 
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own charismatic power to advance both the celebrity culture and 
personal appeal that supposedly it was criticising.

While Executive Action and in particular The Parallax View were 
examples of Hollywood’s willingness to grapple with the spectre 
of dark and unyielding institutional corruption, neither film per-
formed well at the box office. Indeed, Executive Action generated 
such negative press coverage because of its suggestion of a busi-
ness and political cabal involved in the Kennedy assassination that 
it was quickly withdrawn from exhibition. In other words, ‘cultural 
authority’ in these films waxed and waned according to commer-
cial and critical reaction. Only one film during the decade truly 
reinforced Herman’s theory, transforming itself from commercial 
success into a mainstream discourse about the fate of American 
politics. That film was Alan J. Pakula’s follow- up to The Parallax 
View: his adaptation of Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein’s All the 
President’s Men (1974).

All the President’s Men took more than $70 million at the 
American box office on release, and subsequently realised more 
than $30 million in video and DVD rental and sales. The film’s 
success could be attributed to a number of factors, not least the 
changing dimensions of the rating system in the post- Production 
Code era. CARA initially gave the film an ‘R’ because of some spo-
radic profanity in the dialogue, only for Richard Heffner as chair of 
CARA to argue for the film’s wider social significance, and success-
fully petition the industry’s in- house appeals board that an excep-
tion should be made for it. Heffner’s case was accepted and the 
film was re- rated and released as a ‘PG’, thus allowing it access to 
a far greater audience.39

CARA set a marker with Pakula’s Watergate story that stretched 
the cultural and political significance of films about American pub-
lic and institutional life. Common factors such as loyalty, betrayal, 
conspiracy and malfeasance, allied to a strong star presence and 
fashioned by real events, ensured that All the President’s Men would 
remain iconic and vital as a political film long after its time, and 
others of the time clung to its coat- tails. Three Days of the Condor, 
The Parallax View and especially Francis Ford Coppola’s prescient 
The Conversation (1974) continued to garner decent reviews and 
attract new audiences as video release, backed up by DVD and then 
Blu- ray, ensured a recurring presence for these films among fans 
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and critics, that solidified them as a coterie of so- called conspiracy 
or ‘paranoia’ movies during the decade.40

These films and their filmmakers undoubtedly had a profound 
influence on the cinematic as well as ideological leanings of Stone 
as he entered the industry at the end of the 1970s. Together with a 
raft of other movies in different genres, Hollywood’s post- studio- 
era pretensions broke the shackles of rigid control and consensus. 
It was ironic, then, that as a new decade dawned, the social and 
political conventions that Hollywood was absorbing and replicat-
ing shifted back towards their Production Code- era moorings. 
This trend found prominent expression in a distinctly conserva-
tive tranche of military and war films including First Blood (Ted 
Kotcheff, 1982), Red Dawn (John Milius, 1984) and Top Gun 
(Tony Scott, 1986), which were a long way removed from the New 
Hollywood- era selection above. Stone was one of several niche 
directors who sought to strike a different tone and maintain some of 
the agendas set by Pakula and Coppola a decade earlier. Alongside 
him, Warren Beatty, Constantin Costa- Gavras and Mike Nichols all 
made important contributions to Hollywood’s more daring liberal 
wing, with movies such as Reds (1981), Missing (1982) and Silkwood 
(1983). The Russian Revolution, South American politics and cor-
porate and political cover- ups seemed unlikely subjects for critical 
let alone commercial successes during the decade, but each of the 
directors bucked the ideological trend going on around them with 
critical appreciation and financial returns.

Clearly, Ronald Reagan’s political rise and presidential reshap-
ing of America’s relations with the world was crucial in all this. 
Stone’s emerging filmography in the 1980s owed much to the 
former actor, union leader and California governor’s realignment 
of conservative politics during these years. Salvador pointed to a 
much longer, in- bred Cold War philosophy that US ambassador 
Thomas Kelly (Michael Murphy) in the picture inhabits. However, 
it also pointedly cited Reagan’s administration as being on an ideo-
logical crusade to rid the region of all of America’s perceived ene-
mies. Stone’s personal reference point for these on- screen political 
observations became the destruction of Camelot and the death 
of John F. Kennedy: the point at which, as he saw it, institutional 
power first eclipsed the presidential embodiment of the American 
spirit. While Stone drew directly on that transition as a source of 
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motivation in films such as Platoon and JFK, several of his other 
1980s productions in the wake of Salvador –  including Wall Street 
and Talk Radio (1988) –  were further barely disguised critiques of 
the Reagan era, marking the point at which the presidential motif 
had been fully absorbed into the institutional and corporate lat-
ticework around it.

Paradoxically, Stone’s own Republican political inheritance from 
his father was being transformed by the same forces that were tak-
ing the mainstream Republican Party to the political Right. Richard 
Nixon’s silent majority had been repulsed by the mayhem they 
witnessed on American university campuses; overwhelmed, as 
they saw it, by counterculture ‘love- ins’ and anti- Vietnam protests. 
Thus it was only fitting that the coming of age of a re- energised 
Republican Party, embodied in Reagan’s make- believe world of 
politics- as- presentation, should be met by the coming of age of 
a cultural critic whose views had been forged in the Vietnamese 
jungle, fighting the supposed threat that exercised Reagan and his 
supporters above all else.

In tackling the fallout from this era, Stone used some fairly 
typical cinematic conventions to broach his subject matter, not 
dissimilar to those appropriated by Hollywood’s great political 
director of the 1930s, Frank Capra. The most striking use of this 
Hollywood convention is in the clean- cut, Capraesque motif that 
Stone employs in JFK. The director himself acknowledged the 
connection while defending his on- screen construction of New 
Orleans District Attorney, Jim Garrison.41 Aspects of Garrison’s 
life, including a divorce and second marriage and his ambivalent 
media profile in New Orleans, are omitted from the movie. Stone 
argued that this was no more than dramatic licence; but the use of 
Kevin Costner in the Garrison role clearly allowed Stone to create a 
particularly attractive hero to ‘guide and anchor the audience’ as he 
put it, unencumbered by personal flaws or failings.42

In popular hits of the time such as Bull Durham (Ron Shelton, 
1988) and Field of Dreams (Phil Alden Robinson, 1989), America’s 
mythic relationship with baseball acted as a testament to Costner’s 
wholesome appeal as an actor, while his portrayal of Soviet agent 
Yuri in Roger Donaldson’s No Way Out (1987), and Elliott Ness 
in Brian De Palma’s interpretation of The Untouchables (1987), 
attracted critics to the actor’s brooding presence and moral 
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circumference as a leading man. When Dances with Wolves was 
released in November 1990, Costner, in his first directorial role as 
well as playing the lead, Lieutenant John Dunbar, projected a classic 
American western hero that proved to be gold dust at the box office 
and a huge critical success. The film took seven Oscars, including 
those for Best Picture and Best Director. Stone could scarcely have 
picked a safer pair of hands to lead Americans through the maze 
of JFK.

Costner’s portrayal of Garrison was the lynchpin of the film, yet 
then and subsequently it has been a performance not always uni-
versally appreciated. Perhaps for all that happened next in Costner’s 
Hollywood career, maybe because its ‘lone hero’ poise was too 
conventional, possibly because Garrison’s book On the Trail of the 
Assassins, far from being an insider’s account, slowly became part 
of the literary conspiracists’ sideshow arsenal, the performance 
was never recognised as it might have been. Whatever the reasons, 
the role of Garrison became part of myriad negative aspects of 
Stone’s JFK experience. In addition, the poor returns for Heaven 
and Earth and the furore that surrounded Natural Born Killers pre-
cipitated a revision of his reputation among critics and some fans, 
suddenly wary of a filmmaker who previously and seamlessly had 
combined a commercial ‘Midas touch’ with an instinctive feel for 
the zeitgeist. The reversals did not stop there. When in 1995 Stone 
broached the subject of Richard Nixon for a biopic, the commercial 
and critical backlash set the film up for failure almost before it had 
been completed –  yet for him and a few other voices, it remains 
arguably his best film in many ways.

In contrast to Pakula’s All the President’s Men, Stone’s much 
more complex rendering of Nixon –  and his decision to focus 
on the president as protagonist, rather than just using him as a 
symbolic or occasionally iconic release valve –  made it more dif-
ficult to apply a Capraesque motif à la JFK. Garrison, and previous 
leading characters such as Ron Kovic and Le Ly Hayslip, provided 
focal points of reference and were adaptable to being individuals in 
extraordinary situations coping with pressures and dilemmas into 
which the audience could be drawn.

In the three hours and twelve minutes of Nixon (1995), Stone 
opted to have all the film’s politics, visions, history and reputation 
bundled up in the controversial (not to say, antagonistic) life of 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



98

T
h

e
 C

In
e

m
a

 O
F

 O
l

Iv
e

r
 S

T
O

n
e

Richard Milhous Nixon, persuasively played by Anthony Hopkins. 
The film delves into the president’s relationship with his mother, 
Hannah (Mary Steenburgen) and his wife Pat (Joan Allen), as well 
as his connections to those in pursuit of particular agendas during 
the Kennedy era; extending to his oversight, while vice- president, 
of CIA activities in Cuba and the possibility that a CIA operation 
against the Cubans somehow ultimately had been turned upon 
Kennedy. Inevitably, Nixon’s political ambitions suffuse all this. 
Structured around his recollections over the course of one evening 
while listening to a crucial section of the notorious taped conversa-
tions in the White House, Nixon conveys tragic elements through-
out that are both gripping and depleting. ‘There’s something 
almost majestic about the process,’ wrote Roger Ebert. ‘As Nixon 
goes down in this film, there is no gloating, but a watery sigh, as 
of a great ship sinking.’43 Despite more positive reactions like this, 
the film failed to connect with American audiences, taking only 
$13.5 million at the US box office against a budget of $50 million, 
making it the biggest single commercial failure in Stone’s career.

With hindsight, the film was a cinematic tour de force –  thanks 
once again to the mastery of director of photography, Robert 
Richardson –  even if perhaps its story’s entertainment quotient 
was less easily judged compared to its predecessors. Indeed, Gavin 
Smith in Sight & Sound pointed to Nixon at the time as being 
Stone’s ‘most introspective, claustrophobic film’.44 Nevertheless, 
thanks to Richardson’s cinematic reference points, Nixon brilliantly 
namechecked the visionary genius of Orson Welles, paying hom-
age along the way to Citizen Kane (1942) in a comparison of two 
men’s rise and fall in each film that, Phillip Gianos notes, is ‘the 
stuff of classical tragedy’.45 Could the film have used a more attrac-
tive, Capraesque figure as inquisitor and narrator? White House 
Counsel, John Dean maybe, or First Lady, Pat Nixon? Perhaps, as 
the film all too readily conveys, it was just not easy to feel empa-
thy, let alone love for the man, despite the feel of a Greek trag-
edy throughout. JFK’s cultural authority had rested on Costner’s 
performance to reinforce a widespread belief among Americans 
that their government had not been entirely candid with them. 
Even if the film did not entirely succeed in correcting injustice, it 
was perceived by many Americans to be aspiring to a wider and 
nobler truth.
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With Nixon, there was no wrong to be fixed –  or at least there 
was no easy target. As José Arroyo commented in his review on 
release: ‘[In Stone’s] other films, the leading characters are just 
vehicles to examine an issue. In Nixon they are the issue.’46 The 
Watergate saga from break- in to resignation had been played out 
on national television, and its effects on the country’s psyche were 
nothing short of cataclysmic. Stone’s portrayal of political figures 
fixated on power called for self- examination from a population that 
already had feasted on the first Gulf War and the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union, and who, a full year before the film’s release, 
had signed up to Newt Gingrich’s ‘Contract with America’ in such 
numbers that the mid- term elections had delivered both Houses 
of Congress to the Republicans for the first time since 1955. 
Notwithstanding Democratic President Bill Clinton, the country’s 
politics were sliding to the Right. Hollywood had caught the emerg-
ing mood already in films such as the ostensibly nostalgic, but at 
times perceptibly reactionary, Forrest Gump (Robert Zemeckis, 
1994). Here was a picture that in a seemingly unintended way, 
parodied history –  and perhaps itself –  in its unashamedly pro- 
American recasting of the Vietnam era.

Gump (Tom Hanks), much like Rambo before him, collapses the 
war into a one- man rescue mission designed to readjust audiences’ 
perceptions of the conflict and the times. JFK had located the 
moment at which audiences wanted a reaffirmation of American 
values predicated on the unveiling of new facts, unknown truths 
and redemptive assertions about America’s ability to renew itself. 
Forrest Gump was Hollywood’s answer. In the light of that film’s 
overwhelming success, Stone could not easily locate these simi-
lar marks with Nixon, or with an audience that was losing interest 
in any kind of national self- examination –  a trend confirmed in 
the success of films such as Independence Day (Roland Emmerich, 
1996), Air Force One (Wolfgang Petersen, 1997) and Saving 
Private Ryan (Stephen Spielberg, 1998), as well as reimaginings 
of the presidency in Dave (Ivan Reitman, 1993) and The American 
President (Rob Reiner, 1995). Nixon was praised, even lauded, for 
its ability to spot the cinematic reference points in history and poli-
tics itself during the twentieth century: the looped cultural narra-
tion of America’s past seen through fragments of iconic imagery 
and self- conscious recall, to the construction of history paraded in 
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the stopping and starting of the tapes throughout the picture, from 
which Nixon tries to construct a new narrative contrary to the evi-
dence at hand.47 All this tempted audiences with far more cerebral 
fare than other historical movies of the time. Stone took stock, 
and his answer was to move his politics into a different generic 
field: documentary.

Documentary as politics

Following the release of Any Given Sunday, which premiered in the 
closing days of 1999, Stone took his first significant break from 
filmmaking since the production of Salvador in 1986. However, 
the four- year gap that separated Any Given Sunday from his next 
mainstream feature, Alexander in November 2004, proved to be 
less of a break than a redirection of effort. Stone proceeded to pro-
duce three documentaries. Two of these, Comandante (2003) and 
Looking for Fidel (2004), concerned the Cuban revolutionary leader 
Fidel Castro, while the third, Persona Non Grata (2003), provided 
an account of the Arab– Israeli conflict.

In Comandante (2003), Stone offered a mainly sympathetic view 
of Cuba’s revolutionary leader, in answer to his long- standing per-
ception that Castro had been at best misrepresented, and at worst 
demonised by the US media. The documentary premiered at the 
Sundance Film Festival in January 2003, and was scheduled for 
transmission by HBO in May of the same year. However, in the 
time in- between, a number of events combined to put Stone’s view 
of Castro into sharper, but alas more isolated, relief. The incidents 
further induced HBO to take the very unusual step of stopping the 
transmission of the film, and making an editorial intervention that 
required Stone to return to Cuba to gather more materials.48

All the while, diplomatic tensions between the USA and Cuba 
worsened throughout spring 2003. A round- up of twenty dissi-
dents on 18 March included several independent reporters who had 
attended a journalism workshop the previous week at the home 
of James Cason, the senior US diplomat in Havana.49 Two plane 
hijackings on 19 March and 1 April saw Cuban airliners diverted 
from Cuba to Key West in Florida; while on 12 April 2003, three 
hijackers who had attempted to take a Cuban ferry to Florida were 
executed by firing squad. The political temperature in the USA was 
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high in any case following the commencement of military action 
against Iraq on 20 March 2003, and HBO and parent company 
Time Warner were anything but oblivious to the negative public-
ity that a sympathetic reappraisal of Castro might have elicited at 
this time.

Given these circumstances, it would be easy to see Comandante 
as an ideologically charged piece of hagiography, providing the 
kind of platform for a left- wing, firebrand revolutionary that would 
automatically prove inflammatory in America in early 2003. In 
truth, the tone and the pacing of the film is reflective rather than 
proselytising. Stone’s questioning is respectful, and the response 
from Castro for the most part is almost meditative –  even when 
the conversation touches on sensitive issues such as Vietnam and 
the Cuban missile crisis. The documentary, which was filmed in 
Havana over three days in February 2002, focuses on the recol-
lections of the then seventy- five- year- old president, more than it 
attempts wholesale historical revisionism. Castro’s early political 
activism is given an airing, before the focus turns to the success-
ful revolutionary war against Cuban President Fulgencio Batista, 
which concluded in 1959. Archive footage of the removal of a 
large Texaco sign bears witness to the far- reaching nationalisation 
of American corporations that took place, and which prompted 
such a hostile reaction after Castro seized power. The man himself 
offers reflections on the drug problems in contemporary society 
and on the environmental challenges facing humanity: a cocktail 
of subjects that might not have been out of place in a Larry King 
interview.

Castro’s objection to the hypothetical question posed by Stone 
about locating a McDonald’s restaurant in Havana is expressed in 
terms that defend cultural variety rather than making a case for 
political ideology. The tell- tale glimpse of a Nike logo on Castro’s 
shoe is not commented on, but seems to underscore some kind of 
minor movement in economic and commercial terms since that 
Texaco sign had been pulled down at the dawn of the revolution all 
those years before.

Stone reminds his audience about the interventionist approach 
adopted by the Castro regime in the mid- 1970s, when it became 
heavily involved in the civil war in Angola. However, the mood is 
counterbalanced with a visit to Castro’s cinema room, where the 
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president recalls an admiration for several actors including Sophia 
Loren and Gérard Depardieu. As they drive to the Latin American 
School of Medicine in Havana, Stone invites Castro to speculate 
a little on the Kennedy assassination. Castro obliges, but again in 
understated terms. He ponders the difficulties of making repeated 
shots using a telescopic sight, and comments that for this reason 
he never believed the ‘lone gunman’ theory. All of these scenes grab 
attention and yet remain rather independent of each other, trapped 
within their own anecdotal vignette, lacking recall to any signifi-
cant wider agenda.

In the latter portion of the film, Stone moves Castro towards 
discussing the Bay of Pigs, as well as the missile crisis and alleged 
involvement of Cuban military advisors in Vietnam. Castro 
recalls meeting Nixon in 1959, arguing that this led the then vice- 
president to recommend an expedition to President Eisenhower 
that would put an end to the Cuban revolution: the precursor to 
the Bay of Pigs invasion of April 1961, just three months after 
Kennedy’s arrival in the White House. Castro makes clear that both 
knowledge of the preparations for the Bay of Pigs that were taking 
place under CIA guidance in Guatemala, as well as the US embar-
goes on sugar and oil, drove Cuba towards the Soviet Union, and 
indicates that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev gave his personal 
support. Cuba was allowed to purchase armaments, and in due 
course Khrushchev authorised the installation of nuclear weapons 
on the island.

It is at this point that one senses a distinct lack of self- knowledge 
and/ or candour for the first time in Castro’s responses to Stone’s 
questions. The treatment of US prisoners of war in Hanoi is 
brought up, and Stone recalls that he had read accounts from about 
two dozen veterans who had recorded being beaten by Cuban 
military advisors. Clearly agitated, Castro vehemently denies any 
Cuban involvement in torture. As Stone moves on to talk about the 
island’s slow progress in dealing with the legality of homosexual-
ity and discrimination more widely, one senses that the good will 
available to him is drying up.

Despite these pointed remarks, the film was criticised by some 
for giving Castro an easy ride. In reviewing Comandante for the 
BBC, Jamie Russell suggested that Stone’s interviewing tech-
nique was insufficiently challenging and thought he was ‘painfully 
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embarrassed by the necessity of asking tough questions.’50 Russell 
continued:

Had Stone kept a lid on his hero- worship Comandante might 
have become the definitive warts ‘n’ all portrait of this great dic-
tator. Instead, he sacrifices objectivity and candour in favour of kick-
ing back and shooting the breeze with Fidel. (emphasis in original)

Accepting some of the criticism, Stone acknowledged in the 
New York Times that perhaps the questioning in Comandante had 
not been resolute enough: ‘Perhaps I was pandering, perhaps 
I was softballing him with the questions, as some people say.’51 In 
truth, Russell’s critique only followed HBO’s editorial thinking; the 
message was that it was not really acceptable to give someone like 
Castro a sympathetic hearing, and Stone thought the objections 
reeked of ideological conservatism, even if he himself could have 
been a tougher inquisitor.

Nevertheless, with whatever goodwill remained, and with 
renewed enthusiasm from HBO following Comandante’s can-
cellation, Stone returned to Cuba in May 2003 to shoot a more 
focused documentary about the Castro regime’s handling of dis-
sidents. In Looking for Fidel (2004), the opening credits of the film 
make reference both to the arrests of more than seventy- five dis-
sidents in March and April 2003, and to the execution of the three 
hijackers. In one early sequence, Stone questions Castro about the 
executions, commenting that he understood that there had been 
a seven- day trial, and that all three hijackers had been shot on the 
eighth day. He then adds: ‘In the norms of international justice, it’s 
very rare to shoot somebody after a trial so quickly without appeal.’ 
Castro concedes the point, but defends the action in terms of it 
being virtually a situation of war. Stone pursues the issue, referenc-
ing how US justice offers an extended appeals process, with family 
access possible. Castro counters by asking Stone about the number 
of family visits that have been made to the nearly 800 prisoners 
in the ‘special prison’ at Guantanamo Bay naval base. These initial 
exchanges give a fair indication of the tone of the rest of the film.

Stone pushes Castro on a number of specific points, and Castro 
in turn refutes Stone’s suggestions, leading the New York Times to 
opine that more often than not the Cuban leader seemed angry 
during the film. Castro refutes Stone’s suggestion that he has been 
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in power for forty- three years, claiming that it is the people who are 
in power; he rejects use of the word caudillo (leader), but accepts 
that he is a ‘type of spiritual leader … a kind of moral chief’. Again, 
Stone nudges Castro on his continuing prominent position within 
the government, asking if there is not someone he can train and 
trust. Castro tacks back and forth, claiming that he has been train-
ing people for fifty years, and that he does not want to give George 
W. Bush the pleasure of seeing him go. The interview then picks up 
on one of the key events that supposedly triggered the earlier film’s 
cancellation: the arrest of dissidents including the journalists who 
had visited Cason. The president claims that all of these were in 
receipt of funds from the US government and were engaged in 
counter- revolutionary activities. In repeated exchanges, Stone 
presses Castro on the imprisonment of prisoners of conscience 
in Cuba, and on the restrictions to free media access imposed on 
dissident representatives. Finally, he closes the film with some 
outdoor footage of Havana and Castro, in more of the reflective 
mood that infused the bulk of Comandante. Castro observes that 
everything passes, even the empire of the USA. As to whether a 
deal might be made with the USA, Castro talks about the difficulty 
of trusting the USA to keep its word. He concludes that: ‘The only 
thing the US accepts is that you sell out.’ Looking for Fidel certainly 
produced a more rounded appraisal of Castro, although one that 
happened by accident or insistence –  HBO’s somewhat confused 
position on the subject –  rather than design.

Castro finally stood down as president on 24 February 2008, 
confirming that he was in poor health; however, following some 
rehabilitation, Castro received Stone at his home in Cuba for a 
third set of filmed interviews in 2009. Released as Castro in Winter 
(2012), once again the dominant tone is reflective, with the retired 
leader talking about his life as well as current affairs. This Cuban 
trilogy was driven by something personal in Stone as much as it 
was a deliberately conceived political triptych –  but what it did sig-
nal was a shift in style, agenda and outlook.

In 2010, Stone returned to Latin America with South of the 
Border, a documentary about Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez, 
who died in March 2013. Stone’s film stands as testament to the 
undoubted shifts in the political and economic prospects for 
the continent, projected forward beyond the grim reality that 
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Uruguayan journalist and writer Eduardo Galeano first surveyed 
in The Open Veins of Latin America, originally published in 1971. 
In the closing lines of an addendum in 1976, Galeano wrote: ‘In 
these lands we are not experiencing the primitive infancy of capi-
talism but its vicious senility.’52 That prognosis was some way off. 
At this point several of South America’s leading states including 
Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay were in the grip of 
a right- wing military repression aided and abetted by a CIA- funded 
programme known as Operation Condor.53 However, as Edward 
Williamson has described, urbanisation and the emergence of a 
new literary awareness in the 1980s would progressively under-
mine the hallmark patriarchal power structures of the indigenous 
and colonial societies.54

Stone’s documentary reflected the momentous political changes 
that the continent had experienced since the 1970s. While South of 
the Border’s appraisal initially focused on Chávez, it adopted some-
thing of a road movie structure which then solicited opinions on 
both Chávez and US foreign policy more generally, as well as the 
influence of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), from seven 
regional heads of state, including Evo Morales (Bolivia), Luiz Lula 
da Silva (Brazil), Cristina Kirchner (Argentina), Fernando Lugo 
(Paraguay), Rafael Correa (Ecuador), and Raúl Castro (Cuba), as 
well as former Argentinean president Néstor Kirchner. The intro-
ductory section of the film records Chávez’s rise to power in 1998 
and the US- supported military coup in April 2002 that almost top-
pled his regime. In a remarkable editorial published on 13 April 
2002, the New York Times described Chávez as a ‘ruinous dema-
gogue’, and hailed the transfer of power to a ‘respected business 
leader’, Pedro Carmona.55 Three days later the same paper, having 
absorbed the news that a wave of popular unrest had returned 
Chávez to power (and perhaps also remembering that it was not, 
despite appearances, the mouthpiece of the American administra-
tion), recanted in these terms:

In his three years in office, Mr. Chávez has been such a divisive 
and demagogic leader that his forced departure last week drew 
applause at home and in Washington. That reaction, which we 
shared, overlooked the undemocratic manner in which he was 
removed. Forcibly unseating a democratically elected leader, no 
matter how badly he has performed, is never something to cheer.56
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Paul Krugman, Professor of Economic and International Affairs 
at Princeton University, writing in the Times on the same day, 
lamented the fact that the US administration had appeared content 
to voice no opposition to the removal of a democratically elected 
leader.57 The brief failure of perspective at the New York Times high-
lighted exactly what Stone was airing in Comandante and South of 
the Border: the tendency in the mainstream US media to side with 
the administration and see geopolitical issues solely through the 
lens of US political and economic interests. The latter film did air 
the role of the local media in Venezuela in fomenting opposition 
to Chávez before the coup. However, their interpretation of events 
was the one that the US media picked up and promulgated, only 
underlining Stone’s point still further.

The reception of South of the Border in the US mainstream 
media, especially the New York Times, highlighted continuing ani-
mosities which harked back to the exchanges between the direc-
tor and paper over the veracity of JFK. However, the nature of the 
response called attention to Stone’s wider role as dramatist and 
political agitator, and how that role was expanding to encompass 
documentary film. Stephen Holden noted in the New York Times 
that Stone’s ‘paranoid tendencies’, so much in evidence in JFK, 
were more contained in this ‘provocative, if shallow, exaltation of 
Latin American socialism’. He concluded that the film was ‘a valu-
able, if naïvely idealistic, introductory tutorial on South America’s 
leftward political drift’, grudgingly commending Stone’s didactic 
and pedagogic approach.58 However, writing in the same paper one 
day later, Larry Rohter offered a pointedly dismissive assessment:

‘South of the Border’ is meant to be a documentary, and therefore 
to be held to different standards. But it is plagued by the same 
issues of accuracy that critics have raised about his movies, dating 
back to ‘JFK’.59

Stone’s response was unequivocal:

We are dealing with a big picture, and we don’t stop to go into 
a lot of the criticism and details of each country. It’s a 101 intro-
duction to a situation in South America that most Americans and 
Europeans don’t know about because of years and years of blighted 
journalism. I think there has been so much unbalance that we are 
definitely a counter to that.60
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Rohter’s criticism recalled questions about historical drama and 
dramatic history in the vein of Robert Brent Toplin’s work on 
Stone’s feature presentations.61 As part of a discussion with histori-
ans including Toplin and Robert Rosenstone, Stone had attended a 
1997 meeting of the American Historical Association in New York 
to talk ostensibly about Nixon (1995). In a published volume 
emerging from the gathering, a now- familiar debate was laid out 
about our understanding of written history, its representation on 
screen, and the degree of latitude that a filmmaker might reason-
ably claim in the dramatisation of historical events. In the closing 
pages, Stone observed that there was not yet a ‘marketplace of his-
tory’ for the Kennedy era, and that JFK was a contribution towards 
a better understanding of what really happened.62 He also refuted 
the claim that he was a ‘cinematic historian’. He was a dramatist, he 
insisted, accepting that this meant combining fact and fiction and 
that, as a consequence, details would be fudged from time to time.

Stone’s argument rested on the distinction between illusion and 
deception. In JFK, Costner’s star persona gave Garrison a particu-
lar individual hue that a different actor might not have achieved. 
Should we see that as a deception, or as part of the cinematic 
illusion, he asked. Consequently, should we be suspicious of the 
entire edifice that a filmmaker like himself can construct on film? 
As Stone explained in his response to the American Historical 
Association papers, his approach had always been to use protago-
nists as a guide to the events being examined. The intention was 
to ‘create an empathetic (if not sympathetic) central character who 
dominates the foreground and takes us into the background of 
his or her time’.63 Rosenstone had been a critic of Stone’s stance, 
but nonetheless argued that for a film to be historical, it must not 
indulge in ‘capricious invention’ or ignore findings or assertions 
that are already known. Instead, it must situate itself ‘within the 
ongoing debate about the meaning of the past’ –  just as Stone 
surmised.64

While it may seem an obvious point, much the same can be said 
about documentary cinema, although the history of the genre is 
populated with examples, such as Leni Riefenstahl and Frank Capra, 
whose triumph –  emerging out of feature film routines, but ultimately 
making their name with documentary construction –  was as much 
about aesthetics as truth and reality. With his treatments of Castro 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



108

T
h

e
 C

In
e

m
a

 O
F

 O
l

Iv
e

r
 S

T
O

n
e

and Chávez, Stone stripped down his filmmaking to its constituent 
element: the meaning of the past. Both films followed protagonists 
around who were reconsidering the world –  their world –  of contem-
porary politics. In doing so, Stone was engaging in a very deliber-
ate piece of political advocacy that called the mainstream media to 
account. In fact, his approach might be called a provocation: a chal-
lenge to the kind of establishment- oriented, lazy journalism to which 
he felt he had been subjected as far back as he could remember.65

Stone wrote South of the Border with the campaigner, writer and 
activist Tariq Ali, and their response to criticism of the film’s histori-
cism was to call upon a variation of John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty 
(1859).66 Implicitly framing Mill’s ‘marketplace of ideas’ contention 
within the broader discussion of Chávez, they both assumed the 
US media to be as guilty of censorship as the US government was 
in covering up or burying news that it did not want the public to 
or engage with or hear. Stone’s view was that the US government, 
aided and abetted by the media, was ‘ethnocentric’, and that report-
ing amounted to ‘an unofficial censorship of the mind arising from 
the way that our news is presented to us’.67 Reflecting on the wider 
implications of this trend in early 2010, Stone went even further:

[The US is] not really in a people’s democracy where the majority 
control policy. Obama was elected by the people, yet he still has fin-
ished up doing what the joint chiefs and the military complex want. 
Kennedy was the last president to really challenge the system and 
say this is insanity, and he was killed. We are really in a gridlock like 
the Soviet Union was, and we can’t get out of it. The only possible 
end was indicated in the 2008 financial crisis –  that we would go 
broke and could not afford to continue with the rigid control of the 
world that we are seeking.68

In the further pursuit of media accountability, Stone later joined 
a long list of petitioners, including Noam Chomsky and Michael 
Moore, in May 2013 asking Margaret Sullivan, the public editor at 
the New York Times, to investigate what they saw as disparities in 
the paper’s coverage of Venezuela and Honduras.69 The petition 
argued that the reporting of the Hugo Chávez regime in Venezuela 
had been largely negative, while the reporting on Honduran 
President Roberto Micheletti and his successor Porfirio Lobo Sosa 
had been much more neutral. The petition concluded that:
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We urge you to examine this disparity in coverage and language 
use, particularly as it may appear to your readers to track all too 
closely the US government’s positions regarding the Honduran 
government (which it supports) and the Venezuelan government 
(which it opposes).70

Stone’s wish to be associated with the petition was hardly a sur-
prise, given his previous criticisms of the paper. However, it was a 
further sign of a filmmaker continuing to broaden his base politi-
cally beyond core film drama as an outlet.

Stone’s move towards documentary, and more particularly the 
criticisms from people such as Stephen Holden raised some wider 
questions about where documentary sat in relation to drama, and 
the debate about historical veracity. Is documentary different from 
dramatic history? Can we reasonably say that documentaries deal 
with facts in a way that historical drama does not? As a number 
of scholars have noted, the trend in early twenty- first- century 
documentary- making was to mix information, the presentation of 
‘facts’ with entertainment.71 From early offerings by the Lumière 
Brothers to Robert Flaherty, John Grierson and others in the early 
1920s and 1930s, documentary filmmakers were regularly staging 
re- enactments as part of the construction of their films. During 
the same period, Soviet documentarian Dziga Vertov introduced 
cinematic techniques such as slow motion as aids to observation.

In due course, a trend in polemical and carefully edited docu-
mentaries emerged from Leni Riefenstahl, Pare Lorentz, Frank 
Capra and others which all highlighted the propaganda power of 
documentary. Later decades saw the introduction and develop-
ment of cinema vérité styles that shifted towards reality formats 
and rolling news style portrayals, from D. A. Pennebaker’s iconic 
portrait of Bob Dylan in Don’t Look Back (1967), to his record of 
the 1992 presidential election in The War Room (1993). By the 
time this latter film emerged, Michael Moore had shown already 
how the on- screen personality of the filmmaker could be woven 
into the mix of information presentation and dramatic action –  
‘infotainment’ –  with his memorable interview of General Motors’ 
CEO Roger Smith in Roger & Me (1989), followed by Bowling for 
Columbine (2002), Fahrenheit 9/ 11 (2004) and Capitalism: A Love 
Story (2009).
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Moore brought a particularly distinctive style to his work, and 
the contrast with Stone has been instructive. While there is some 
variability in the mix of components, Moore’s on- screen pres-
ence is noticeably more acerbic than that of Stone. All of the films 
are anchored by Moore’s particular sense of humour. By con-
trast, Stone’s style was more subdued, considering that he was 
renowned as a director who could outgun anyone aesthetically and 
photographically. Part of Stone’s empathy for Chávez, like Castro, 
came from his military past, and that it was reciprocated surprised 
Stone somewhat. At the beginning of Mi Amigo Hugo (2014), Stone 
admitted that he had been unprepared for the particular expres-
sion of friendship from Chávez that had been recorded mid- way 
through South of the Border, and the follow- up film was as much 
a homage to the deceased president as it was a further assault on 
the mainstream US media. In Persona non Grata (2003), made 
for HBO’s America Undercover series, Stone’s work is immediate, 
often (apparently) unmediated, and certainly gains access to those 
of influence and power in the Arab– Israeli dispute. Its mixture of 
Claude Chalhoub’s crossover western– Arabic soundtrack, allied to 
everyday sounds from the street, and the freewheeling style with-
out voiceover but with Stone much in the picture, make this a 
much more raw and direct experience than many other filmmakers 
working on the subject, and prophesises some of the approaches 
to come later in the decade. Even Benjamin Netanyahu seems sur-
prised at one point, as cameramen roam around him, while Stone 
asks about Palestinian influences in Jordan and Lebanon –  a tactic 
self- consciously revealed in the film’s edit to show the crew periodi-
cally in shot.

So the visual style in Stone’s documentary work was markedly 
different from the approach of Moore –  the most successful docu-
mentary filmmaker of the 1990s and early 2000s –  and different 
too from the glossy palate he established in JFK and Nixon. The 
cinema- vérité style that framed Castro, Chávez and the Palestinian 
and Israeli leaders was notably different from the didactic approach 
employed in the subsequent Untold History series, yet both shared 
a utilitarian approach to structure and presentation that perhaps 
only Errol Morris has matched. The comparison of Untold History 
with, say, Eugene Jarecki’s Why We Fight (2005) is interesting 
too. Jarecki’s film found many plaudits and nothing like as much 
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disquiet as Stone’s series, although the issues of empire, unbridled 
corporate influence, the steady enlargement of the military indus-
trial complex and the crucial concept of ‘blowback’ –  retaliatory 
action against American interests in response to a previous covert 
action –  are explored in similar ways, woven into narratives around 
9/ 11, the initial bombing of Iraq and the influence of the Project 
for the New American Century. Jarecki’s film found its place more 
easily in the current documentary canon, although its sensibilities 
also received criticism.72

In both drama and documentary, Stone’s advocacy of ‘counter- 
myths’ carried his arguments beyond the media and into wider 
concerns about democratic accountability. Owen Fiss draws three 
important lessons about the concept of accountability in the 
media that have a crucial bearing on Stone and his work. First, 
Fiss argues that a free market is not a guarantor of democratic val-
ues.73 In other words, we cannot assume a serendipitous alignment 
between the commercial self- interest of the entertainment industry 
and the functioning of a democracy. In interview, Stone too has 
commented on the deleterious consequences of television news 
becoming a for- profit undertaking.74 Second, Fiss observes that 
cinema plays a key role in the construction of our cultural values. 
He argues that it is one of the means by which ‘the public finds 
out about the world that lies beyond its immediate experience’.75 
In practice, the way in which cinema contributes to that wider per-
spective is constrained by the vagaries of corporate profitability and 
consumer choice. Stone has noted much the same:

A provocative movie just can’t make as much money, because you 
can’t get the broad base for financial success, including the kids 
and the ‘right thinkers’. You can only get the ‘free thinkers’, and 
they are in limited numbers in any society.76

Finally, Fiss contends that free speech is protected by the American 
Constitution, not because it is a form of self- expression, but 
because it is ‘essential for collective self- determination’.77 Stone’s 
developing political agenda, particularly expressed in the Castro 
and Chávez documentaries, sought to advance all three aspects of 
Fiss’s argument. Stone’s experiences, not least with the cancella-
tion of Comandante, underscore his commercial concerns for film, 
as well as the industry coming under pressure from politically 
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motivated censorship. The Untold History series advanced this 
argument still further, with Stone reminding his fellow citizens 
that they had a responsibility to understand their nation’s history, 
and to act on that understanding.

Conclusion

What to make of Stone’s political stance both on- screen and off, 
and its development since the mid- 1990s? That he grew up a 
Republican conservative in the Eisenhower era believing that the 
US mission was to fight communism, is not an altogether unique 
parabolic curve of enlightenment for those scarred by war. His 
father taught his son to fear the Russians, so he volunteered for 
Vietnam and found the outside world’s complexity in the jungles of 
South- East Asia. However, he also found a very different American 
social milieu there from the middle- class Manhattan existence into 
which he had been born. Combat did not radicalise him politically 
straightaway, but the shock treatment woke him up to institutional 
duplicity, complacency and deceit.

Stone’s radicalisation took its time. However, with the release of 
the Pentagon Papers and the revelations surrounding Watergate at 
the beginning of the 1970s, his Republican leanings were fast ebb-
ing away; but it was his exposure to the politics of Central America 
in the mid- 1980s that was formative. It launched a questioning 
perspective about the decade that saw the roots of American amne-
sia in Salvador, Platoon, Wall Street, Talk Radio, Born on the Fourth of 
July and The Doors. Each was a direct challenge to Ronald Reagan, 
to his ‘morning again in America’ mantra, and to the political com-
placency that such a stance was building in American minds. Even 
so, the films were more than just an interrogation of Reagan; they 
were an indictment of a political establishment that had completely 
lost its way in the era of JFK and Nixon’s setting.

Relaying and retelling Vietnam was crucial to Stone’s political 
education and thinking. It was easy for him to see Afghanistan and 
Iraq through the prism of Vietnam, because they were the same 
war in so many ways. What worried Stone was the institutionalisa-
tion of that recurrent feeling of fighting Vietnam over and over. 
When President Barack Obama decided to open his second term 
in office with the nomination of two Vietnam veterans –  Senators 

  

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



113

P
O

l
IT

IC
S

John Kerry and Chuck Hagel, as (respectively) Secretaries of State 
and Defense –  the irony was not lost on Stone. Politics institu-
tionalised war and vice versa. Stone had never opposed a govern-
ment response to terrorism, contrary to what some had asserted, 
although he had argued long and hard for a more intelligence- led 
engagement.78 What his position really desired was accountability, 
and accountability comes from different debates and ideas being 
shared.

Like other Democrats, the arrival of Barack Obama in the 
White House in 2009, and his subsequent re- election in 2012, 
disappointed in its failure to live up to the future president’s cam-
paign promises in 2008. Stone voted for Obama, but was con-
cerned from the beginning about the president’s commitment to 
American security, empire and power abroad. Critique of empire 
was to be a central theme of the Untold History series, and in a 
number of media appearances discussing the project, Stone 
was critical of both Obama and his first- term Secretary of State, 
Hillary Clinton. US citizens were not just living in a national secu-
rity state but a global security state, he mused. Concerned that 
Obama was constructing a new American exceptionalism, Stone 
conceived of an extension to the Bush Doctrine of endless war, 
applying it to the containment of China as well as ongoing issues 
in the Middle East.

Thus Stone’s view of himself as someone who should (and must) 
make a contribution to the information marketplace has been resil-
ient and unwavering. He has highlighted alternative political and 
historical perspectives in a way that has helped call the establish-
ment and mainstream media to account.79 In a Financial Times 
article in July 2013, Stone, writing again with Peter Kuznick, made 
reference to the revelations from Edward Snowden and his leak-
ing of the details of widespread NSA surveillance of the internet 
and social media to the Guardian and Washington Post the previous 
month. They began thus:

On the campaign trail, Barack Obama lambasted the policies of 
George W. Bush that had made the US an international pariah –  
war and contempt for human rights. For us, part of the senator’s 
attraction as a candidate was that he promised transparency, 
opposed the Iraq war and repudiated militarism. So it is hard not 
to feel disappointed.80
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As well as criticising the misuse of the NSA’s capabilities by the 
Obama administration and those before it, Stone and Kuznick criti-
cised the president for massively increasing the use of drone attacks 
as conflict alternatives. They could not help but conclude that:

Mr Obama has become a more amiable and efficient manager of 
the American empire. And, in the name of national security, he 
is laying the foundation for a frighteningly dystopian future by 
combining full- spectrum surveillance with full- spectrum military 
dominance.

Stone had lost none of his appetite for broad- based critiques of US 
administrations then –  even those he originally supported. In addi-
tion, the media’s conventional renderings of the American myth 
have been held up to scrutiny, and the politics of terror, surveil-
lance, security and central empowerment has left Stone bitter but 
unbowed about the prophecies that he had laid bare in the years 
before, and since the trauma of 9/ 11. Stone said that documentary 
was ‘an effort to put pressure where I can best put it, even if it’s 
a reduced impact’.81 Whatever that impact may have been, politi-
cians, the public and the media know that the man’s response and 
reaction has rarely lessened, nor reduced its scope. In Persona non 
Grata, Stone managed to get an interview with members of Hamas, 
the Palestinian organisation with a military wing controlling areas 
of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. He proceeded to enquire not 
just about their ideology, tactics or philosophy in the battle to end 
the ‘occupation’ of their land as they saw it, but also, pragmatically, 
how much it would cost to buy a tank. The seemingly odd question-
ing was actually what still remains prevalent in politics for Stone: it 
is about power, persuasion and accountability, and those things are 
still acquired by the same age- old means: influence, connections 
and money.

Notes

1 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 8 December 2011.
2 Richard Heffner, ‘The Open Mind, ‘History as an “Act of 

Faith”: Dallas, November 1963’ (15 January 1992; emphasis in origi-
nal. Available at http:// www.thirteen.org/ openmind- archive/ his-
tory/ history- as- an- act- of- faith- dallas- november- 1963/  (accessed 7 
December 2015).

  

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



115

P
O

l
IT

IC
S

3 Rita Kempley, ‘JFK’, Washington Post (20 December 1991). Available 
at www.washingtonpost.com/ wp- srv/ style/ longterm/ movies/ vid-
eos/ jfkrkempley_ a0a288.htm (accessed 1 March 2016).

4 Jonathan Rosenbaum, ‘JFK’, Chicago Reader (1 December 1991). 
Available at http:// jonathanrosenbaum.net/ 1991/ 12/ jfk/  (accessed 
7 December 2015).

5 Vincent Canby, ‘JFK; When Everything Amounts to Nothing’, 
New York Times (20 December 1991). Available at http:// 
nytimes.com/ movie/ review?res=9D0CE5DC1230F933A15751
C1A967958260 (accessed 7 December 2015).

6 David Ansen, ‘Celebrate the Unexpected’, Newsweek (27 January 
1992). Available at http:// newsweek.com/ celebrate- unexpected- 
197906(accessed 7 December 2015).

7 Fletcher Knebel and Charles W. Bailey, Seven Days in May 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1962).

8 Oliver Stone and Peter Kuznick, The Untold History of the United 
States (New York: Ebury, 2012), p. 322.

9 Pat McGilligan, ‘Point Man’, in Charles Silet (ed) Oliver Stone 
Interviews (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2001), 
pp. 14– 38.

10 James M. Welsh and Donald M. Whaley, The Encyclopedia of Oliver 
Stone (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2013), p. 234.

11 James Riordan, Stone: The Controversies, Excesses, and Exploits of a 
Radical Filmmaker (London: Aurum, 1995), p. 178.

12 McGilligan, ‘Point Man’, p. 30.
13 James Riordan, Stone: The Controversies, Excesses and Exploits of a 

Radical Filmmaker (New York: Hyperion, 1995), p. 150.
14 Pauline Kael, ‘Pig Heaven’, New Yorker (28 July 1986), pp. 77– 9.
15 Tom Wicker, ‘Does “J.F.K.” conspire against reason?’, New York 

Times (15 December 1991). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 
1991/ 12/ 15/ movies/ film- does- jfk- conspire- against- reason.html 
(accessed 7 December 2015).

16 ‘Twisted History’, Newsweek (23 December 1991). Available 
at http:// newsweek.com/ twisted- history- 201132 (accessed 7 
December 2015).

17 Shaw, a New Orleans businessman, founded the International Trade 
Mart in the city in 1947. Banister, a former FBI agent and police 
officer, operated as a private investigator in New Orleans. Ferrie, 
a former pilot with the Civil Air Patrol, shared anti- Communist 
sentiments with Banister and was involved with Banister in the 
anti- Castro movement in New Orleans.

18 Jim Marrs, Crossfire: The Plot that Killed Kennedy (New York: Basic 
Books, 1989).

19 George Lardner Jr, ‘On the Set: Dallas in Wonderland; How 
Oliver Stone’s Version of the Kennedy Assassination Exploits the 
Edge of Paranoia’, Washington Post (19 May 1991). Available at  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



116

T
h

e
 C

In
e

m
a

 O
F

 O
l

Iv
e

r
 S

T
O

n
e

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1991/05/19/
on-the-set-dallas-in-wonderland/0c958035-3fc2-48a7-a108-
da0855c92a94/ (accessed 7 December 2014).

20 Bill Carter, ‘Rather Pulls CBS News Back to the Assassination’, 
New York Times (4 February 1992). Available at http:// nytimes.
com/ 1992/ 02/ 04/ arts/ reporter- s- notebook- rather- pulls- cbs- news- 
back- to- the- assassination.html (accessed 7 December 2014).

21 Final Report of the Select Committee on Assassinations, 95th Congress, 
2d session, H.R. 1828 (Washington: GPO, 1979), p. 3.

22 Indeed, by this point Stone was already on the verge of releasing 
the now famous JFK: The Book of the Film which, together with the 
annotated screenplay, had hundreds of research notes and culled 
reviews, as well as invited commentaries together from ninety- 
seven sources to produce one of the most comprehensive adden-
dums to a motion picture ever.

23 Richard Zoglin, ‘More Shots in Dealey Plaza’, Time (10 June 1991). 
Available at http:// content.time.com/ time/ magazine/ article/ 
0,9171,973142,00.html (accessed 7 December 2015).

24 Roger Ebert, ‘Oliver Stone Defends “JFK” Against Conspiracy 
of Dunces’, Chicago Sun- Times (22 December 1991). Available at 
www.rogerebert.com/ interviews/ oliver- stone- defends- jfk- against- 
conspiracy- of- dunces (accessed 7 December 2015).

25 Congressional Record 102nd Congress (1991– 1992) June 25, 1992, 
H5307- 5308. Available at http:// thomas.loc.gov/ cgi- bin/ query/ 
F?r102:1:./ temp/ ~r102u7kLVa:e0 (accessed 1 March 2016).

26 Lawrence Van Gelder, ‘Oliver Stone’s Quest’, New York Times (6 
March 1992). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 1992/ 03/ 06/ mov-
ies/ at- the- movies.html?module=Search&mabReward=relbias%
3As (accessed 7 December 2015).

27 Tim Weiner, ‘Kennedy had a Plan for Early Exit from Vietnam’, 
New York Times (23 December 1997). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 
1997/ 12/ 23/ us/ kennedy- had- a- plan- for- early- exit- in- vietnam.html?mo
dule=Search&mabReward=relbias%3As (accessed 7 December 2015).

28 National Archives and Records Administration, ‘Press Release: 
National Archives Opens JFK Assassination Materials’ (20 
December 2004). Available at http:// archives.gov/ press/ press- 
releases/ 2005/ nr05- 29.html (accessed 7 December 2015).

29 Todd McCarthy, ‘Natural Born Killers’, Variety (8 August 1994). 
Available at http:// variety.com/ 1994/ film/ reviews/ natural- born- 
killers- 2- 1200438238/  (accessed 7 December 2015).

30 Interview with Bob Daly, Santa Monica, CA, 18 October 2010.
31 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 19 January 2010.
32 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 19 June 2010.
33 Ibid.
34 The Beltway –  an idiom used to reference the political concerns 

of the elites in the US capital –  takes its name from the road that 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



117

P
O

l
IT

IC
S

encircles Washington, DC: interstate 495, also known as the 
Beltway.

35 Luc Herman, ‘Bestowing Knighthood: The Visual Aspects of Bill 
Clinton’s Camelot Legacy’ in Peter C. Rollins and John E. O’Connor 
(eds) Hollywood’s White House: The American Presidency in Film and 
History (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2003), p. 310.

36 Herman, ‘Bestowing Knighthood’, p. 311.
37 Terry Christensen and Peter J. Haas, Projecting Politics: Political 

Messages in American Films (Armonk, NY and London: M. E. Sharpe, 
2005), p. 151.

38 Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema (Malden, MA and Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2nd edn, 2003), p. 289.

39 Richard D. Heffner, Oral History: Reminiscences of Richard 
D. Heffner, Volume 2, Session 4, 15 October, 1997, p. 180. Available 
at Columbia Oral History Archives, Rare Book & Manuscript 
Library, Columbia University, New York City.

40 Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction (London and 
New York: I. B. Tauris, 2007), pp. 14– 24.

41 Oliver Stone, ‘On Nixon and JFK’ in Robert Brent Toplin (ed), 
Oliver Stone’s U.S.A.: Film, History and Controversy (Lawrence, 
KS: University of Kansas Press, 2000), p. 277.

42 Stone, ‘On Nixon and JFK’, p. 277.
43 Roger Ebert, ‘Nixon’, Chicago Sun- Times (20 December 1995). 

Available at http:// rogerebert.com/ reviews/ nixon- 1995 (accessed 7 
December 2015).

44 Gavin Smith, ‘The Dark Side’, Sight & Sound, 6, 3, 1996, p. 6.
45 Phillip Gianos, Politics and Politicians in American Film (Westport, 

CT: Praeger, 1998), p. 185.
46 José Arroyo, ‘Nixon’, Sight & Sound, 6, 3, 1996, p. 48; emphasis in 

original.
47 Smith, ‘The Dark Side’, p. 7.
48 Alessandra Stanley, ‘A Noted Filmmaker in a Tense Land’, New York 

Times (5 June 2003). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2003/ 06/ 
05/ movies/ television- review- a- noted- filmmaker- in- a- tense- land.
html (accessed 7 December 2015).

49 David Gonzalez, ‘Cuba Arrests a Score of Dissidents linked to a 
U.S. Diplomat’, New York Times (20 March 2003). Available at www.
nytimes.com/ 2003/ 03/ 20/ international/ americas/ 20CUBA.html 
(accessed 7 December 2015).

50 Jamie Russell, ‘Comandante’, BBC (30 September 2003). Available 
at www.bbc.co.uk/ films/ 2003/ 09/ 29/ comandante_ 2003_ review.
shtml (accessed 7 December 2015).

51 Elvis Mitchell, ‘On Second Thought: A Castro Follow- Up’, New York 
Times (11 April 2004). Available at http:// events.nytimes.com/ 
2004/ 04/ 11/ movies/ 11MITC.html?pagewanted=print&posit
ion=&_ r=0 (accessed 7 December 2015).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



118

T
h

e
 C

In
e

m
a

 O
F

 O
l

Iv
e

r
 S

T
O

n
e

52 Eduardo Galeano, The Open Veins of Latin America: Five Centuries of 
the Pillage of a Continent (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1997; 
orig. pub. 1971), p. 285.

53 Alexei Barrionuevo, ‘Italy Follows Trail of Secret South American 
Abductions’, New York Times (22 February 2008). Available at 
http:// nytimes.com/ 2008/ 02/ 22/ world/ americas/ 22condor.html
?pagewanted=all&gwh=9777F483EBCD8B2742AC554E226DB35
8&gwt=pay (accessed 7 December 2015).

54 Edward Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America (London: 
Penguin, 1992), pp. 375– 7, 558– 66.

55 Editorial, ‘Hugo Chávez Departs’, New York Times (3 April 2002). 
Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2002/ 04/ 13/ opinion/ hugo- chavez- 
departs.html (accessed 1 March 2016).

56 ‘Editorial: Venezuela’s Political Turbulence’, New York Times (16 
April 2002). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2002/ 04/ 16/ opinion/ 
venezuela- s- political- turbulence.html (accessed 7 December 
2015).

57 Paul Krugman, ‘Losing Latin America’, New York Times (16 April 
2002). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2002/ 04/ 16/ opinion/ 
losing- latin- america.html (accessed 1 March 2016).

58 Stephen Holden, ‘Oliver Stone, Tour Guide’, New York Times (24 
June 2010). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2010/ 06/ 25/ movies/ 
25south.html (accessed 7 December 2015).

59 Larry Rohter, ‘Oliver Stone’s Latin America’, New York Times (25 
June 2010). Available at http:// nytimes.com/ 2010/ 06/ 26/ movies/ 
26stone.html (accessed 7 December 2015).

60 Rohter, ‘Oliver Stone’s Latin America’.
61 Brent Toplin (ed), Oliver Stone’s U.S.A.
62 Stone, ‘On Nixon and JFK’, p. 293.
63 Oliver Stone, “Stone on Stone’s Image’ in Brent Toplin (ed), Oliver 

Stone’s USA, p. 46.
64 Robert A. Rosenstone, ‘Oliver Stone as Historian’ in Brent Toplin 

(ed), Oliver Stone’s USA, p. 34.
65 Lardner Jr, ‘On the Set: Dallas in Wonderland’.
66  John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London: Penguin, 1974; orig. pub. 

1859), p. 108.
67 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 19 January 2010.
68 Ibid.
69 Roy Greenslade, ‘New York Times Accused of Treating Latin 

Political Leaders Differently’, Guardian (22 May 2013). Available 
at http:// theguardian.com/ media/ greenslade/ 2013/ may/ 22/ new- 
york- times- venezuela (accessed 7 December 2015).

70 ‘Urge NYT Public Editor to Investigate Biased Reporting on 
Honduras and Venezuela’, NYTimes eXaminer (14 May 2013). 
Available at https:// nytexaminer.com/ 2013/ 05/ petition- on- venezuela-
honduras/  (accessed 1 March 2016).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access



119

P
O

l
IT

IC
S

71 Christensen and Haas, Projecting Politics, p. 233.
72 Manohla Dargis, ‘Casting a Harshly Critical Eye on the Business of 

Warfare in America’, New York Times (20 January 2006). Available at 
http:// nytimes.com/ 2006/ 01/ 20/ movies/ 20figh.html (accessed  
7 December 2015); Roger Ebert, ‘Why We Fight’, Chicago Sun- 
Times (16 February 2006). Available at http:// rogerebert.com/ 
reviews/ why- we- fight- 2006 (accessed 7 December 2015).

73 Owen M. Fiss, The Irony of Free Speech (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1998), p. 56.

74 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 19 January 2010.
75 Fiss, Free Speech, p. 53.
76 Interview with Stone, 19 January 2010.
77 Fiss, Free Speech, p. 3.
78 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 8 December 2011.
79 Ibid.
80 Oliver Stone and Peter Kuznick, ‘Obama Is Laying the Foundations 

of a Dystopian Future’, Financial Times (10 July 2013). Available at 
https://next.ft.com/content/de81a466-e40d-11e2-91a3-00144feabdc0 
(accessed 7 December 2015).

81 Interview with Oliver Stone, Santa Monica, CA, 8 December 2011.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ian Scott and Henry Thompson - 9781526147240
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:06AM

via free access


