Evil Governments 1

What makes an establishment evil in a movie?  Is it because of the way they dress, or their mission in life?  The answer to these questions can be found in several movies.  In Star Wars Episodes IV-VI, the most important movies to be examined for this topic, there are obvious factors that make the government appear to be the evil force, such as the way the Galactic Empire conducts itself, and the way in which they use their powers to control and harm others.  In the Bourne trilogy, the CIA and other parts of the government are hunting Jason Bourne after he failed to complete an assassination and lost his memory.  Another movie, Enemy of the State, tells the story of an attorney who accidentally gains possession of a video of the murder of a congressman, arranged by another politician.  After the politician discovers this, he and his team set out to keep the attorney quiet at all costs.  Though it is not yet a movie, the musical Wicked also shows an establishment that is evil.  The recurring pattern in all of these movies is that the government is evil because they use their power to harm and manipulate others.  They often want compliance from those under their control.  They perform acts that are considered ‘evil’ in order to get what they want, and can have Totalitarian or Fascist tendencies (Lawrence and Jewett, 2002).


Before exploring the evil governments and establishments of the aforementioned movies, the question of ‘what defines evil’ must first be answered.  The ‘evil’ character(s) in a movie often perform acts that harm or manipulate the ‘good’ character(s), or the ‘hero(es)’.  They often use whatever methods necessary to get what they want, and are not afraid to go above and beyond by killing others or using methods of torture.  Often, evil characters have Totalitarian or Fascist tendencies.  For example, Lawrence and Jewett claim in their book The Myth of the American Superhero that, “George Lucas excelled at the visual poetry of evil governments and its agents.  Star Wars’ bad political systems look Stalinist or German National Socialist in their dress, and their actions are dictatorial and harshly cruel” (p. 273).  These ‘dictatorial and harshly cruel actions’ can define the evil characters in all movies, but especially ones where the government/establishment is the villain.

The use of this particular definition of ‘evil’ brings about another question.  To what extent are the ‘heroes’ of these movies allowed to perform the same actions as the villains and still be considered ‘good’?  After all, if they, too, kill and manipulate others, wouldn’t they be considered ‘evil’ as well?  The answer to these questions lies in the portrayal of the characters and whom the plotline follows.  It is not usually difficult to determine the villain in movies.  In the case of Star Wars, the scrolling text at the beginning of each episode tells the audience who is ‘good’ and who is ‘bad’.  While the Rebel Alliance uses the same weapons as Darth Vader and the Empire, they are using them with the purpose of restoring freedom to the galaxy, not for ultimate power.  The audience is supposed to associate goodness with the Rebels and evil with the Galactic Empire.  In the Bourne series, Jason Bourne may be an assassin, but the audience is supposed to sympathize with him because he has lost his memory.  It is the fault of the CIA that he is what he is, and that makes the government evil, not Bourne.  Robert Dean was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time in Enemy of the State.  Unlike Bourne and the Rebellion, Dean never commits any acts of violence against anyone else.  Congressman Reynolds orchestrated the murder of another politician and since Dean has the video evidence to prove this, Reynolds needs his team to track down Dean and try to have him silenced permanently.  Clearly, Dean is supposed to be seen as innocent and the protagonist of this story.  Finally, in Wicked, Elphaba is depicted as a misunderstood girl with an unfortunate skin pigmentation.  The wizard wants her to willingly be the enemy of all Ozians, and he wants her to be blamed for the less than righteous acts that he commits.  In this story, it is clear that Elphaba is an innocent bystander and the wizard is the one who is the villain.  She, too, does not intentionally commit any acts of violence towards others.

