ENGLISH ADVANCED: WAG THE DOG

Conflicting perspectives creates a clash of viewpoints, as individuals seek to affirm their
perspectives above the perspective of others. It is through this notion that conflicting perspectives
encourage individuals to see things differently. In Wag the Dog by Barry Levinson and The Age’s
article ‘Art or porn?’ (24.05.08) by Josephine Tovey and Philippa Hawker, politics, the media, and
the public, each play a vital role in creating conflicting perspective, demonstrating that every person
in society has their own opinions to uphold. Conflicting perspectives need to exist for society to
continue to revaluate their viewpoints.

Today, too much trust is placed on politics, giving them the power to skilfully manipulate the public
perspective of them. In Wag the Dog, the opening montage presents a juxtaposition of images. The
wide shot of the White House shown seconds before images of a vacuum cleaner symbolises the
facade that politicians only present an image of transparency yet behind closed doors, there is much
secrecy the public will never be privy to. Such secrecy is shown, as Brean is escorted passed
security cameras, into a basement presented as an underworld; a world of corruption and mystery,
and though it is away from the public eye, the viewers act as flies on the wall, withessing the truths
behind politics. This is emphasised when Brean states, “Tell them what they need to know”. It
demonstrates the power of politics in hiding the truth. Furthermore, Brean’s rhetoric, “there is no B3
bomber. | don’t know why these rumours keep getting started”, indicates how a slant in story can
change an entire outcome. It forces the public to question the validity of what politicians tell them
and hence is a catalyst for the consideration of the concept of conflicting perspectives. At this
moment, the government is creating and controlling the dominant perspective. This is shown when
Brean declares a war a against Albania and states, "l don't care what Senator Neil's got, we've got a
war", whilst a television monitor shows a dog wagging its tail, thus exposing that through the trust
placed on politics that the public openly give them, power to control and manipulate the country.

The media are on a continuous race to feed to public breaking news at the expense of truth. Wag
the Dog presents the reality behind modern media, revealing the fact that there is often little to no
truth to the breaking stories that are presented. This is evident when Brean states, “What difference
does it make if it’s true... if it breaks; they’ll have to run with it’, demonstrating the flaws within the
media. This is also enforced when the anchor-man in the news report says “We’ve just received
information”. His actions mirror how modern media have created “breaking news” without validating
any information they air to their viewers, who lack the intelligence to question what they are
presented. Likewise, the media’s docility as they continually lack the intelligence to put the pieces of
what they are saying together is exposed. It is laughable when the anchor-woman openly reports
the end of the war, “I can’t remember when any president was hit with the flu, a war and accused of
sexual misconduct... only days before he runs for election”. All the pieces of the puzzle are there,
yet they are oblivious to the fact that they are all being played by the political agenda who hold the
influence and control over the media in an attempt to regulate the popularity of the President. Yet,
the media can only be duped because as Brean puts it, “It is a complete fraud and it looks 100%
real because it looks so honest”. Thus even the media false information to a gullible audience to
gain and maintain their influence over the people. It is because of the media’s devious techniques
that the public must continuously question the validity behind what they are presented.

People often base their opinions on their perception of what is right. Josephine Tovey’s article titled
‘Art or porn? Photographer facing obscenity charges’ (The Age 24.05.08), challenges the public’s
perception of what is defined as art, highlighting its controversial nature. The rhetorical question in
the title, forces the public to question where art is no longer art, but pornography. In the article, artist
Bill Henson is criticised for his explicit photographs of naked children displayed in a Sydney art
gallery. Kevin Rudd described the artworks as “revolting” and the art world has denounced a “dark
day in Australian culture”. The alliteration places emphasis on the disgust many felt, calling his
artworks “an example of child pornography”. However, a majority of the art fans have come out in
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support of Henson, "rejecting the accusation that his works are pornographic”. It is events such as
these which spark debate, encouraging the public to see things differently and express their opinion
based on their ethics.

Humans base their principles on what they see and as a result their judgments are often clouded by
their own ignorance and naivety of the situations around them. This is criticized in Levinson’s film
through their reliant on visuals for the truth. Brean creates doubt as he states “one video, one bomb,
falls down the chimney... the building could’ve been made of Legos”. The repetition of “one ” forces
the public to question whether there is any truth in what is presented in the media and to understand
that the media is not always truthful. Thus the recurring phrase of “let the American people decide”
becomes the brunt of Levinson’s joke, ridiculing the intelligence of the public. Brean creates a truth,
easily believed by American society, ignorant to the craft of the media and fail to realise that
knowledge is controlled by those with the power and by falling for their schemes only grants them
more power. With war politics focus on the concept that “war is show business”, forcing the public to
become drawn into the slogans and images crafted by the government. At the end of the day “we
remember the slogans, we don’t remember the war”. It shows how war is just a commodity and by
reducing it to slogans and images, the public are ridiculed for their utter ignorance. The media can
so easily reshape the truth and create a society ignorant to their own surroundings. This is
epitomised when the farmer watches as Senator Neil says “produce Schumann”, ignorant to the fact
that Schumann is standing in his room. The irony is emphasised when Schumann says “he looks
like me”, with the farmer still unaware of his presence. Levinson's film therefore is a direct attack on
the public, forcing them to reconsider the trust they place on what is presented to them.

Those who lack the intelligence to question what is showcased by politics and the media become
ignorant to what is truly happening in the world. Conflicting perspectives, such as those presented in
‘Wag the Dog’ and 'Art or porn? Photographer Facing Obscenity Charges' is needed to challenge
those with the greater power and encourage the public to see things differently.
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