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Sixty three years ago, six men raised a flag, and a picture was taken.  This picture created a surge of hope throughout the citizens of the United States of America, and sixty one years after the fact, a man made a film about the event, called Flags of Our Fathers.  Though it portrays trench warfare and new technologies in World War II, the film’s true purpose is to demonstrate the patriotism of American citizens and high emotions of soldiers indicative to the war.  Flags of Our Fathers is a poignant tale of marines at Iwo Jima and the reluctant heroes who arose there (Eastwood, 2006).


Although trench warfare had been used widely in World War I, new technologies changed the face of the trenches, especially on the beaches of Iwo Jima, as shown in Flags of Our Fathers.  New types of ships which could land supply- and weapon-laden troops closer to shores had been invented, reducing the number of drowned marines and allowing for a more successful method of storming beaches.  However, better firearms and grenades proved an immense obstacle for U.S. Marines landing on Iwo Jima.  In the film, Japanese soldiers fired at the Marines from hidden trenches with firearms which shot more rounds and faster than those weapons used in World War I.  Grenades were commonly used, and could seriously injure individuals without actually killing them.  This led to more intense conditions in the trenches, with blood, limbs, and death everywhere.  The U.S. Marines also used flamethrowers to eradicate the Japanese from trenches, and tanks, which were often targeted by the enemy.  This was also the first war in which Jeeps and large transport aircraft were used.  Technology’s role in the horrors of trench warfare is portrayed in the flashbacks of the main characters of Flags of Our Fathers: Doc, Ira, and Rene (Eastwood, 2006). 


With the entrance of the United States into World War II, a massive American patriotism arose. Patriotic songs were written, scrap metal drives were held to obtain supplies for production, women canned fresh foods from their “victory gardens” to use as rations for soldiers.  However, video footage of the fighting that was being shown in America was intensely disheartening, showing images of dead Americans and soldiers bleeding on the ground.  American people felt that America was losing the war, and that their sons, husbands, brothers were dying for nothing.  So, when the picture of John “Doc” Bradley, Ira Hayes, Rene Gagnon, Harlan Block, Franklin Sousley, and Mike Strank raising an American flag in Iwo Jima turned up in newspapers across the U.S., it did not matter that the flag was a replacement, it sang of hope: hope in American soldiers and hope that the United States could rise from the ashes of the war, triumphant.  The photograph meant celebrity for the two living Marines and the one Corpsman from the picture.  In Flags of Our Fathers, Ira, Rene, and Doc are flown home from Iwo Jima, while the war is still raging, to tour America, asking people to buy war bonds for the war effort.  This tour was extremely successful, demonstrating the patriotism of the American people and their willingness to sacrifice for the war (Eastwood, 2006).

 The film Flags of Our Fathers is told during the flag raiser’s tour of America, and through their flashbacks to their time at Iwo Jima only months before.  The film captures Ira, Doc, and Rene’s feelings concerning the war in vivid detail.  Each handles coming home differently.  Rene basks in the media’s attention, Doc is quiet and solemn, and Ira drinks away his pain.  All three are in mourning for friends lost in the war.  The pain of these losses is worsened as the three “heroes” are used for publicity, forced to point out friends who are dead from the famous picture, forced to dress in their uniforms, climb a papier-mâché rock, and plant a flag.  They are even told to “…try to stand how you stood the first time you planted it. Just, you know, pretend the other three guys are with you.” (Eastwood, 2006).  On the battlefield, Doc, Rene, and Ira saw their friends suffer and die, and no one understands how painful it is for them to pretend to be heroes when they feel they are anything but.  “I can't take them calling me a hero. All I did was try not to get shot. Some of the things I saw done, things I did, they weren't things to be proud of, you know? Mike... Mike was a hero… . Best Marine I ever met.” (Eastwood, 2006).  In these words, Ira demonstrates how all his fellow Marines felt.  They were fighting to save their buddies.  Some had done horrible things in the process.  They never wanted to come home and be called heroes while their friends lay dead in body bags, they simply wanted to survive the war, and forget about its horrors.  These sentiments where felt by many soldiers returning from World War II.  The pain, guilt, and grief felt by soldiers returning from war was palpable in the three main characters of Flags of Our Fathers (Eastwood, 2006).

In the closing lines of Flags of Our Fathers, James Bradley, Doc’s son and one of the narrators of the film, says “Maybe there's no such thing as heroes… .  I finally came to understand why they [the flag raisers] were so uncomfortable being called heroes.  Heroes are something we create, something we need.  It's a way for us to understand what's almost incomprehensible: how people could sacrifice so much for us.  But for my dad and these men, the risks they took, the wounds they suffered, they did that for their buddies.  They may have fought for their country but they died for their friends.  For the man in front, for the man beside him…” (Eastwood, 2006).  It is this truth that makes Flags of Our Fathers such a masterpiece.  The Marines at Iwo Jima may have fought in trenches with new weaponry and technology, but it was the patriotism of their people, and their love for their friends, that won the U.S. Marines their battle in Iwo Jima, and that eventually won the United States of America the war (Eastwood, 2006). 
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