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“Strikes from the Ground, Air and Sea”, “Bush Declares War on Iraq” and “Firefights on the Road to Baghdad” are some of the hundreds of threatening headlines from the New York Times after the attacks on our country in 2001. Years following the War on Terrorism, cinema took the reality of the war to the screen to stir emotion into the American people. Thousands turn to the screen to identify with those risking their lives each day to defend the ones they left behind. One of the most controversial issues facing America is the question, “Is defending our nation worth the trauma of our soldiers? What happens to men and women in uniform when they return home?”  One of the most recognizable examples of a soldier’s perspective on war, that helps answer these questions, is the 2014 drama, American Sniper, which follows the life of Navy Seal expert sniper, Chris Kyle. Earning a nickname of “Legend” for his numerous kills overseas, the movie follows Chris home, where he struggles to move on past the war.  

Headlines and current events from the past several years, undoubtedly advocate a sense of patriotism and unity for our nation and those fighting to defend it. American Sniper Chris Kyle, was seen as a war hero by many, for his bravery and raw portrayal of the gruesome sights and sounds American soldiers experience overseas. With the help of his brothers in uniform, Chris gives a detailed account of his four tours in Iraq through his autobiography. The statement from his book, “I risked my life for my buddies, to protect my friends and fellow countrymen. I went to war for my country, not Iraq,” gives validity to the patriotism shown throughout the film. (Kyle, McEwen, and DeFelice) However, some argue that the film “glorifies an unjust war while paying homage to an unapologetic killer…” The film is a memoir of one soldier unbiased to any political platform, telling his account of fighting the enemy. The real message of this story is not as black and white as good versus evil. The theme of raw nationalism presses Americans to consider how they treat veterans when they return home. (Griggs and Leopold) American Sniper director Clint Eastwood creates a memorable scene with a fellow SEAL, where Kyle, played by Bradley Cooper, is seen as aloof and disconnected to society once back home, as flashbacks of war haunt his memory in everyday life. Chris Williams, writer of The Source, wrote, “…a good half of the film is devoted to Kyle's struggle to acclimate to life back home, where he's haunted by the memories of the men he couldn't save and wrestles with the violence that has bled into his life. Again, Cooper is fantastic - his Texas drawl is good, and he hides all of Kyle's pent-up frustration and rage behind a mask of machismo.” (Williams) 
Admitting that it is taboo to talk about special coop situations, Chris Kyle told TIME in an interview, he felt he needed to share with Americans the sacrifices, soldiers (and their families) make not only on the battlefield, but when they return home. A scene in the movie that sparks the most controversy is when Kyle is forced to decide whether to take a child’s life in order to save his Marine brothers, which sparked a controversial subject to moviegoers and critics around the globe. Kyle justifies this specific scene, a scene he encouraged to be placed in the movie, during his interview declaring, “You become two people and have to learn to switch it on and off…Most Americans can’t handle the reality of war”. Audiences, again, are asked to interpret the scene with justification and reasoning, yet many couldn’t unless placed in the situation themselves. Could the realities of war stay with you far after the war is over?

The timeline of American Sniper alone gives a small understanding of what soldier’s reality may be upon returning home. Several scenes show flashbacks of war Kyle has while sitting at home with his family and friends. The movie follows Kyle’s struggles at home and his numerous returns to the war he battles in his head and hundreds of miles away.   Beginning with an intense combat scene, the movie leaves the audience in anticipation to see if Kyle pulls the trigger on an enemy, to go back to his childhood when he is hunting with his father, which directors state associates war with “killing animals”. This retrograde technique allows audiences to look into Kyle’s past and begin to see the world through a soldier’s perspective and techniques personally used to justify, perhaps unjustifiable acts. 
According to PTSD United, 1 in 3 returning soldiers are being diagnosed with serious Post- Traumatic Stress symptoms. Less than 40% will seek help. (Support) Bradley Cooper, who plays Kyle, stated to People magazine, “I had an appreciation for veterans before this, but what I definitely did not know is the toll that it takes on the family.” During the preparation of the film, Bradley and Taya Kyle (Chris’s family) visited hospitals and met veterans all over the country. Cooper acknowledged that the film was meant to resonate with veterans and make them feel that they were not alone in what they were feeling, much like Chris Kyle strived to do. (Baker)
The underlying question audiences are pressed to ask by filmmakers is the question of those who look the enemy in the eye thousands of miles away. What are Americans doing for soldiers when they return home? In one of the most emotional scenes of the movie, American Sniper ends with real life footage of cars lining the highway and people paying their respects to Kyle and his family. Chris Kyle’s life tragically ended when a veteran, struggling with PTSD, shot Kyle in his hometown. Sadly, those suffering with such a psychological disorder will face similar experiences. In fact, one in five active duty troops attempt suicide each year.(Support) In an interview with Times, only a few months prior to his murder, Chris stated, “People tell me I saved hundreds and hundreds of people. But I have to tell you: it’s not the people you saved that you remember. It’s the ones you couldn’t save. Those are the ones you talk about. Those are the faces and situations that stay with you forever.”  (Luscombe)
Could this movie have been a platform to silence those who opposed war efforts or to serve as a propaganda tool for the right wing pro war individuals? The answer is yes and to an extent, probably accomplished both. However, the gray line lies with the perspective of the veterans who come home with the war still in their minds. What happens to these heroes though, when the battle is over? American Sniper helps to clear the blurred line of right and wrong and  In American Sniper, patriotism and unity are not only displayed, but a sense that our soldier are heroes. 
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