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 presenTaTion

 Top Gun is an American mov-
ie released in 1986 and directed by 
Tony Scott. The film tells the story of 
Lt. Pete Mitchell, callsign “Maverick”, 
a young and reckless US Navy fighter 
pilot serving onboard the USS Enter-
prise aircraft carrier and flying the 
F-14A Tomcat. He follows the path of 
his father, who was also a pilot; but 
Maverick ignores the details regard-
ing his death, knowing only that he 
was killed in action over Vietnam. 
After a risky encounter with some 
MiG-28s1 from an unidentified coun-
try resulting in the resignation of an-
other pilot, Maverick and his co-pilot 
(and friend) Nick “Goose” Bradshaw 
become the carrier’s best crew. As 
a consequence, they are sent to the 
Fighter Weapons School, informally 
called “Top Gun”, whose objective 
is to form the Navy’s elite pilots. 
There, the two train with instruc-
tors and with other skilled aviators 
to graduate, but Maverick also com-
petes with his peers to be awarded 
the title of best pilot in the program. 
He also meets Charlotte “Charlie” 
Blackwood, a civilian instructor with 
whom he starts a romance. But his 
flying style, while effective, is judged 
too dangerous by trainers and by 
other pilots. One day, following a 
hazardous maneuver, Maverick’s air-

craft goes out of control, forcing him 
and Goose to eject; and the latter 
dies in the incident. Maverick is left in 
shock, and attempts to recover from 
it by speaking with one of his instruc-
tors who used to know his father; in 
this way, he discovers that his parent 
died in a heroic way, and decides to 
complete his training. Still, Maverick 
has not fully overcome the trauma; 
and while he manages to graduate 
from the school, he fails to be named 
as best pilot. Then, he is sent back to 
the USS Enterprise. Once there, he 
is involved in a combat with a group 
of MiG-28s, during which he finally 
finds the force to recover from the 
loss of his friend. Having successfully 
accomplished the mission, Maverick 
decides to become himself a Top Gun 
instructor.

 Top Gun and The   
 values of reaganism

 The first element to consider 
when analyzing Top Gun (and to un-
derstand its success at the box office, 
despite receiving mixed reviews from 
critics) is to contextualize it in the his-
torical period when it was shot and 
set2.

The film appeared in 1986, in the 
middle of a period in American histo-

ry market by the Presidency of Ron-
ald Reagan; to the point that his two 
mandates (1981-1989) have been 
named the “Reagan years”. It was a 
particular moment for the country, 
which struggled to regain its nation-
al self-assurance after the shocks of 
the previous decades. The memory 
of the social turmoil of the late 60s 
was still vivid, as that of the long and 
traumatic military involvement in 
Vietnam, that ended in a failure for 
the US which deeply influenced its 
society. But these were not the only 
recent events that had hurt Amer-
ica’s national confidence: the 70s 
were a decade characterized by mul-
tiple shocking events for the country, 
such as the oil crises, the Watergate 
scandal and the debacle in Iran; all 
while the other superpower – the 
USSR – appeared to be increasing its 
presence and influence around the 
globe.

It is therefore clear why the tradition-
al national image of America as the 
perfect City Upon a Hill3 started to 
crack in the eyes of its own people, 
who felt disoriented and disappoint-
ed. In this context, the US needed to 
find a new reference point, some-
one capable of restoring the coun-
try’s self-confidence by returning to 
its traditional values; upon which to 
start again so to overcome the recent 
traumas and walk ahead to a brighter 
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future. During the 1980 presidential 
campaign, the Americans identified 
that person with the Republican can-
didate, Ronald Reagan. He became 
President in early 1981, and imple-
mented a conservative program gen-
erally based on tax cuts, financial 
deregulation, a rise in military expen-
ditures, a more assertive foreign poli-
cy, and the restauration of traditional 
American values4.

This last aspect is particularly rele-
vant when examining the cultural im-
pact of Top Gun. As a matter of fact, 
the Reagan years were marked by an 
emphasis on patriotism, on the cele-
bration of the armed forces, on the 
patriarchal conception of the family, 
and on the depiction of America’s en-
emies (first and foremost the Soviet 
Union, labelled the “evil empire”) as 
gloomy forces threatening freedom 
and democracy, themselves praised 
as two fundamental pillars of the 
country’s national identity. But those 
were also years marked by significant 
changes in the American media5; and 
in this context, Top Gun can be largely 
considered as the epitome of the ide-
als spread during the Reagan period.

The first and most obvious point in 
this regard is probably the exaltation 
of the military and its superiority over 
America’s rivals, as well as a patriotic 
discourse; which can be found for ex-
ample just before the final air battle, 
when the commander speaks to the 
pilots saying them “You are Ameri-
ca’s best. Make us proud.”6. More in 
general, the film displays the perfor-
mance of US fighter aircraft, featuring 
spectacular sequences of high-speed 
close air combat (“dogfight”) sup-
ported by intense rock music tracks. 
Those scenes are meant to thrill the 
spectator by transmitting a sense of 
dynamism and power, by projecting 
him high in the sky with the fighter, 
and by bringing it in the heart of the 
action, right into the danger zone7. 
This “show of force” effect is also 
achieved through slow-motion shots 
focusing on the details of the air-
craft, notably the afterburners: heav-
ily present in the opening sequence 
of the film8, this type of scenes are 
equally conceived to transmit a sense 
of might and strength in a way that 
emphasizes the almost “corporal” 

dimension of the jets, so to impress 
and inspire the spectator. But apart 
from the way the scenes are direct-
ed, the movie also shows the superi-
ority of American fighters over Soviet 
ones in more narrative ways. As such, 
the enemy MiG-28s are portrayed as 
powerful aircraft as well, notably due 
to their high maneuverability; and 
the film makes them appear even 
better than what believed by the US 
intelligence, as it can be seen in the 
scene where Charlie affirms the air-
craft is not capable of performing a 
“negative G pushover” and Maverick 
replies that it actually is, having per-
sonally witnessed a MiG-28 executing 
one9. Still, the F-14 and US pilots are 
depicted as superior: this is demon-
strated in the final combat scene 
where Maverick’s and Iceman’s Tom-
cats engage in combat with six MiG-
28s managing to shoot down four of 
them and forcing the remaining two 
to withdraw10. In short, the message 
is clear: Soviet fighters may be good, 
but American ones are better.

A final point that should be remarked 
in this regard is that (as the ending 
credits show11) Top Gun was spon-
sored by the US Navy. Another re-
vealing sign in this regard is the pres-
ence of recruitment posters in the 
movie, like one where it is perfectly 
possible to read “Your road to adven-
ture starts here. Navy. It’s not just a 
job, it’s an adventure”12. Addressing 
a young male public, the film can 
therefore be fully considered as an 
extended recruitment ad for the US 
Navy; something in line with the spir-
it of the Reagan years. From a cultural 
point of view, this celebration of the 
armed forces reminds the ideas of 
the Futurist movement in post-WWI 
Italy; as a matter of fact, it equally 
exalted military values, courage, war-
fare, machines (including combat ve-
hicles), speed, power and strength13. 
In both cases, this kind of aestheti-
cization of the military can be inter-
preted as a mean to justify the use of 
the armed force by accustoming the 
public to view and “touch” it through 
the media14.

Somehow linked with the celebra-
tion of the military, there is also a 
second element that appears in Top 

Gun, namely the emphasis on man-
liness15. This aspect is present in 
several scenes in the movie; as in 
the one where Maverick and other 
pilots play beach volley16. Here, the 
effect is mainly achieved by show-
ing the athletic bodies of the pilots, 
their strength and performance. But 
the film also displays this in other 
ways: one is the constant presence 
of specific “manly” clothing, nota-
bly Maverick’s iconic leather jacket 
and sunglasses (as well as military 
uniforms, of course); or the fact that 
the protagonist often appears riding 
a motorbike at high speed. This last 
factor is important as well, since it 
is continuously recalled throughout 
the film. Apart from the aforemen-
tioned air combat sequences and 
the motorbike scenes, speed is re-
peatedly evoked in other means: the 
fly-bys that Maverick executes sever-
al times during the film, his famous 
quote (“I feel the need… the need 
for speed!”17), and most important-
ly the music. The soundtrack for the 
dogfight scenes, with its intense and 
fast rhythm, enhances the sense of 
speed, bringing the spectator on its 
mighty wings across the sky18.

Another point to consider in this 
regard is the preeminence of male 
characters in the movie. It is true 
that in a film about fighter pilots like 
Top Gun the space for female roles is 
somehow limited in comparison to 
other kinds of productions; still, al-
most all the relevant characters are 
males. The only significant exception 
is Charlie, but her role in the plot, 
after all, is essentially that of being 
Maverick’s partner in the develop-
ment of the love story. It is true that 
she supports Maverick after Goose’s 
death, but in general she remains 
relatively passive, and is not much 
of an “acting” character who takes 
initiatives and has a sensible impact 
on the evolution of the storyline. 
And, while she is portrayed as a com-
petent instructor and not simply as 
an attractive woman, it is difficult 
to deny that her look was meant to 
increase the appeal of the film for 
its target audience of young males. 
Other than Charlie, the only other fe-
male character of a certain relevance 
is Goose’s wife, but her role does not 
go beyond that of the devoted wife 
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and mother. Finally, another notable 
absence is that of Maverick’s mother: 
apart from a brief mention during a 
dialogue between him and Charlie19, 
she is completely absent and nothing 
is known of her. Much more impor-
tance is given to his father, despite 
his equal absence on the screen. His 
figure inspires the protagonist to be-
come a fighter pilot; and discovering 
that he died heroically helps Maver-
ick to find a reason to continue his 
career in the Navy.

This observation raises an important 
issue, namely the traditional Ameri-
can (and even conservative) values 
presented in Top Gun. As a matter 
of fact, the film displays several ele-
ments with such connotations. The 
most evident one is the celebration 
of the military, that has already been 
noted, and that naturally implies a 
series of underlying values such as 
patriotism, courage, the mission of 
defending America, the sense of duty 
and sacrifice. In regard to this last as-
pect, it is significant to note that both 
Maverick and his father have experi-
enced a loss during their service: the 
latter arrives at losing his life in the 
skies over Vietnam, and the former 
assists to Goose’s death (to which it 
may be possible to add the loss of his 
father, a marking event even if it oc-
curred well before the period when 
the film takes place).

Always considering the figure of 
Maverick’s father, it is possible to ad-
dress the theme of family. Even if it 
not a central aspect in Top Gun, one 
can still make some observation on it. 
As it has been observed, even if he 
never appears openly, Maverick’s fa-
ther is an “indirect presence” in the 
film; whereas his mother is virtually 
absent. There is also a line of conti-
nuity between the protagonist and 
his father, as both are fighter pilots 
in the US Navy. Considering this, it 
can be claimed that the movie re-
flects a patriarchal conception of the 
family, one that is centered on the 
father. In this sense, and considering 
the values it displays, the film can be 
considered somehow conservative; 
something that is certainly an echo of 
the cultural atmosphere of the Rea-
gan era20. This is not to say that Top 

Gun is a sexist film supporting male 
chauvinism: even if there are just two 
female characters of some relevance 
(Charlie and, to a far lesser extent, 
Goose’s wife), the film does not rep-
resent women as being “inferior”, 
nor they are oversexualized as it hap-
pens in other cases. Charlie, while 
certainly being portrayed as attrac-
tive, appears also as a woman with 
a determined temper, a successful 
career, and a great competence and 
professionality in her work; even if 
her role during the story is quite pas-
sive. Taking this into consideration, it 
can be affirmed that while Top Gun 
emphasizes manliness, it cannot be 
considered as an example of macho-
ism.

Then, there is also another typically 
American value that is heavily pres-
ent in Top Gun and that plays a very 
important role in its plot: competi-
tion (that, again, could be associat-
ed with its focus on manly values). 
Basically, the whole film is the story 
of Maverick’s quest to become the 
first among his peers, so to be able 
not only to graduate from the Fight-
er Weapons School, but also to be 
awarded the title of best pilot. The 
theme of competition permeates the 
film, and once again the soundtrack 
is important in this regard: as the lyr-
ics of Mighty Wings affirm, there’s no 
points for second best21. This strug-
gle for the first place is epitomized 
in the rivalry between Maverick and 
Iceman, the protagonist’s main con-
tender, who ultimately manages to 
win the prize as the course’s best pi-
lot. In a film that gives such an em-
phasis on competitivity, it is inter-
esting that the protagonist does not 
manage to achieve his objective and 
obtain the first position in the rank-
ing. But Maverick’s skill as a pilot is 
recognized multiple times (as during 
his discussion with Charlie after the 
pursuing scene, when she says “I 
see some real genius in your flying, 
Maverick”22), and most importantly 
he finds his redemption at the end 
of the movie, when he finally re-
covers from the trauma of Goose’s 
death and gives a determinant con-
tribution to the victory in the final air 
battle with the MiG-28s; after which 

Iceman tells Maverick he can be his 
wingman at any time, and the pro-
tagonist replies that it would rather 
be the contrary23. So, the film seems 
to implicitly suggest that, had it not 
been for the shock following the 
death of his friend Goose, Maverick 
would have won the award.

As such, competition is another ele-
ment that is in line with the American 
values so embedded in the Reagan 
years. Apart from being a concept 
deeply present in various aspect of 
US society, and most importantly in 
its market-based economy; compet-
itivity became even more important 
during Reagan’s presidency in the 
80s. Apart from his reforms to further 
liberalize the economy (thus mak-
ing it more competitivity-centered), 
this was a period during which the 
United States was engaged in a close 
struggle for global supremacy with 
the Soviet Union, in a wide range 
of fields like geopolitical influence, 
military power, economic and social 
development, technological prog-
ress, and ideological superiority. This 
fight, that already existed, became 
even more intense during the Rea-
gan administration, which decided 
to implement an assertive policy to-
ward the USSR and to launch the US 
in an arms race with its rival. In this 
context, a film like Top Gun is clearly 
an expression of America’s engage-
ment to prevail. This is done in two 
ways: one is by showing patriotic, 
pro-military and traditional values to 
serve as an inspiration for the coun-
try; the other is by directly depicting 
the struggle between the US and the 
USSR in the form of the encounters 
between the F-14s and the MiG-28s, 
which naturally end with the victory 
of the formers.

A final point to observe is that all of 
the aforementioned elements that 
are widely presented in Top Gun 
are synthetized in Maverick’s char-
acter. He is an ambitious, reckless 
and rebel young man; depicted in a 
manly manner in terms of behavior, 
interests and clothing (he is instinc-
tive and does not follow the rules; 
he joined the military as a Navy pi-
lot; he rides a motorbike, he wears 
sunglasses and a leather jacket). In 
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short, Maverick’s figure is designed 
to make the target audience of the 
film (young men) to identify with 
him and, therefore, persuade them 
to join the military themselves. He 
is also extremely competitive, in his 
permanent effort to distinguish him-
self over his peers and become the 
best pilot. This, other than being an-
other element of appeal for young-
sters, is also a reflection of the typical 
American attachment to competitivi-
ty. Finally, the importance he confers 
to the figure of his father and to his 
sacrifice is a representation of a tra-
ditional, if not conservative, concep-
tion of the family; as well as a further 
point of patriotic content.

Such factors are all characteristic of 
the cultural atmosphere of the Rea-
gan period, and of the vision of the 
United States that it supported; to 
the point that Maverick’s character 
could be considered as a personifi-
cation of America itself. As a matter 
of fact, the US of the epoch were a 
country exiting from more than a de-
cade of disappointments, turmoil and 
even shocks; as it has already been 
mentioned above. It was a country 
that found itself disoriented, with a 
feeling of having loss its self-confi-
dence and its innocence (especially 
after the war in Vietnam), as well as 
its leading role in the world. In short, 
referring to the 80s, it is possible to 
affirm that “the Americans are now 
aware that their country is neither 
omniscient nor omnipotent, that it 
has aged and has no longer the in-
nocence, or even the recklessness 
of youth”24. In that context, Reagan’s 
presidency represented a new be-
ginning, the moment when America 
managed to recover from its recent 
traumas and to reestablish its self-as-
surance by returning to its original 
values, so to stand again as the cham-
pion of freedom against the forces of 
evil. It is in this sense that Maverick 
is the representation of America, as 
it is clear when observing the evolu-
tion of his character throughout the 
movie.

At the beginning, he is a reckless and 
(over)confident pilot who is deter-
mined to prevail over his peers, and 
he faces challenges with courage 
and resolve. In this initial part of the 

film, the atmosphere is much more 
optimistic and light, with several mo-
ments of entertainment and humor. 
Then, Goose dies, and the protago-
nist enters in a deep personal crisis. 
He loses the confidence in himself, 
he appears demotivated (if not par-
alyzed), it seems he has lost his flying 
skills, and even seems he is on the 
point of abandoning the Navy. The 
movie changes tone, becoming more 
gloomy, melancholic, and serious. 
Goose’s death is a shocking event for 
Maverick, for which he feels respon-
sible. In this sense, it can reasonably 
be considered as a representation of 
the traumas that the US suffered in 
the 60s and 70s; most notably the 
Vietnam war, for which the American 
society felt somehow responsible as 
well. After all, it is not a case if Maver-
ick’s father died in combat over Viet-
nam and not in other circumstances; 
and the fact that the protagonist 
finds the will to continue the training 
after discovering that his father died 
as a hero in that conflict is not a co-
incidence: it represents a catharsis, a 
redemption, a way to overcome the 
tragic impact of the Vietnam war on 
America’s collective psychology. But 
Maverick manages to fully overcome 
the shock only at the end of the mov-
ie, when in the middle of an air com-
bat with hostile aircraft he finds once 
again his self-confidence and, return-
ing the skilled pilot he was, he re-
solves the situation and triumphally 
returns to the carrier. Then, Maverick 
receives the praise of his peers (no-
tably Iceman), becomes an instructor 
and restores his romance with Char-
lie. In other words, the situation re-
turns to the origin, something that is 
symbolized by the fact that he throws 
Goose’s dog tag into the sea25, as if 
he wanted to close with the recent 
traumatic past. So, at the end of the 
film, Maverick represents Reagan’s 
America; which, after the difficulties 
of the previous decades, by returning 
to its traditional values and therefore 
to the past, manages to overcome 
the recent shocks, to find the force 
to continue facing the adversities 
and to fight for its beliefs against the 
forces that threaten them. As such, 
the movie returns to more optimis-
tic scenes (without going back to the 
fully bright atmosphere of the initial 

part); in the same way the US, with-
out forgetting its past, restarts look-
ing at the future with restored hope 
and self-assurance. As a matter of 
fact, the 80s are the decade during 
which “the Americans seem to have 
reestablished the confidence in their 
future, in their values, in their inter-
national role”26. Taking all this into 
consideration, if one adopts Kaspi’s 
definition of Reaganism as “an ap-
titude, a will to renew, a patriotic 
discourse, often nationalist”27, then 
(even if the label of “nationalist” is 
likely excessive), it is fully legitimate 
to affirm that Top Gun is definitely an 
example of Reaganism.

 conclusion

The previous considerations make it 
clear that Top Gun, far from being a 
simple entertainment film, is actual-
ly an interesting cultural product to 
understand the reality of America 
during the Reagan years. Other than 
being a “recruitment ad” for convinc-
ing the youngsters to join the mili-
tary, the movie displays several tra-
ditional values and ideals that were 
recovered during that period; such as 
patriotism and competition. Finally, 
Maverick’s story reflects the experi-
ence of America, and the way it had 
to deal with a traumatic past to re-
store its self-confidence and find the 
will to face the future with renewed 
trust and optimism.
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