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“That’s Just How it Was:” The Use and Abuse of 

History in Film and Television
 

Film and television’s 

potential to represent and 

engage with history has 

largely gained 

acceptance among 

historians. The question 

though of what is chosen 

to be represented and 

what that says about our 

current society is an 

interesting one and is 

explored through 

examination of gender 

issues in HBO’s Game of 

Thrones. 

 

We’ve all seen our fair 

share of films and 

television shows about 

history. Every year  

 

there’s another film 

depicting World War II or 

another BBC series set in 

Tudor England. Western 

popular culture is 

saturated with stylised 

images of the past, 

images that often come to 

typify in our minds the 

periods of history that 

they depict. Who doesn’t 

envisage Tom Hanks and 

the brutality of the 

opening sequence of 

Spielberg’s Saving 

Private Ryan (1998) 

when thinking of World 

War II? Or about Russell 

Crowe throwing his 

sword about  

 

when thinking of Ancient 

Rome? The answer is 

probably those that have 

miraculously not 

encountered the cultural 

iconography these films 

now possess. The 

question of historical 

films and television series 

and their clear impact on 

how we think about 

history has been a source 

of much contention for 

historians. Can these 

mediums possibly 

represent history 

effectively? What counts 

as historical? Surely they 

must be influenced by the 

present time so what does 

Still from Saving Private Ryan (1998). Paramount Pictures 
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this mean for the history 

being presented?  There 

have been a number of 

attempts to negotiate 

these issues and seek a 

means through which we 

can appreciate the way 

film and television 

engages with history. I 

shall outline these and 

take a brief look at some 

of the implications when 

the past and the present 

meet on screen.  

 

How Can Film and TV 

Possibly be Serious 

Forms of History?  

The answer to this 

question is simple 

according to Robert 

Rosenstone, arguably the 

most central scholar in 

this debate: stop 

expecting a film or a 

television series to be 

written history on a 

screen.
1
Most of the 

scholars that are against 

taking film seriously as a 

form of history are so 

because they believe that 

the method historians use 

are paramount. This 

meticulous analysis and 

tenacious referencing of 

sources is what allows 

historians’ accounts to be 

taken seriously. They 

have done the research, 

presented the facts as 

faithfully as possible and 

provided the details of 

where to find the source if 

another scholar wants to 

look it up and see whether 

they think that 

interpretation is valid. 

Trained historians are 

aware that to be 

completely objective is a 

pipe dream and thus make 

apparent their biases and 

how this may affect their 

conclusions. Of highest 

import, a historian never 

invents things that aren’t 

evident in their sources.  

Naturally, a director of a 

film cannot include 

footnotes, nor would it be 

practical to begin the 

piece by outlining their 

own personal contexts 

and perspectives. The 

writers and directors must 

inevitably also invent. 

Whether it be a character 

or a situation, there is 

almost always a fictive 

element to a historical 

film or TV series. For 

instance, Crowe’s iconic 

character in Gladiator, 

Maximus, is an invention; 

he was not a real 

historical figure. Often 

invention in this manner 

is due to the necessity to 

have a digestible narrative 

and a relatable 

protagonist for the 

Russell Crowe as Maximus in Ridley 

Scott's Gladiator (2000). DreamWorks 

Distribution 
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audience to follow and 

identify with. But does 

this mean that films and 

TV series are not 

meaningfully engaging 

with the history that they 

depict? Rosenstone would 

argue not. Following 

works done in the early 

1970s by scholars such as 

Hayden White, who 

argued that written 

history actually had a lot 

in common with literary 

fiction (they both follow a 

narrative structure and fit 

within the same genres), 

the notion of written 

history as being quasi-

scientific began to break 

down. This opened the 

door for the serious 

consideration of film and 

television as mediums of 

historical expression. By 

the late 1980s the 

Historians’ Film 

Committee had been 

established and had begun 

publishing their own 

journal, Film & History, 

and a number of 

prestigious history 

journals had begun 

including a section for 

film reviews.   

It was in 1988 that the 

question of film and 

history was burst open by 

historian Robert 

Rosenstone’s article 

“History in Images/ 

History in Words.” After 

two of his works were 

adapted into films, he 

contemplated the 

relationship between film 

and history. He was 

involved to a greater or 

lesser extent in the 

adaptation of his work on 

both occasions and came 

to understand that these 

two mediums, written and 

visual, played by two 

different sets of rules. 

Thus, he argued, film 

needs to be judged by its 

own set of standards. 

Rather than argue about 

whether or not it is 

accurate to the history, an 

accuracy which is itself 

based on historians’ own 

constructions and 

interpretations of what 

most likely happened, we 

should judge film by how 

it uses its own unique 

techniques to engage with 

the past.
2
  

John O’Connor, one of 

the founders of the 

Historians’ Film 

Committee, had long been 

promoting using film and 

television in historical 

research and education. 

He wrote an article in 

response to Rosenstone 

demonstrating his support 

for Rosenstone’s 

argument and expanded 

on the method one might 

Poster for Reds (1981), a film about John 

Reed, an American poet and revolutionary. It 

was based on Robert Rosenstone's work and 

he served as a consultant on its production. 

Paramount Pictures. 
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use to analyse filmic and 

televisual representations 

of history, a method that 

included aspects of both 

history and film studies.
3
 

More recently, historian 

Tessa Morris-Suzuki, in 

her work The Past Within 

Us: Media, Memory, 

History (2005), presented 

the idea of ‘historical 

truthfulness.’ This is 

essentially the ways in 

which we in the present 

look back on and make 

sense of history.
4
 She 

demonstrates that there 

are a number of ways that 

we in the present try to 

understand and identify 

with narratives of the 

past.  

The Past and Present 

Meet on Screen 

What Morris-Suzuki’s 

argument leads us to is 

the important point that 

the present effects how 

we view the past. A 

number of scholars have 

noted that the 

representations of the past 

that we see in the present, 

both in written history 

and in films and 

television, are inherently 

also reflecting the context 

of their production.
5
 For 

example, the abundance 

of films in the late 1970s 

and 1980s depicting the 

Vietnam War and a moral 

corruption of the soldiers 

that fought in it could be 

read as reflecting the  

bitterness amongst 

American society 

following the War and the 

unfortunate stereotype of 

the mad veteran that also 

emerged in this time. 

Historical film and 

television can be used 

then to reflect and even 

make a statement about 

social and political issues 

at the time of production. 

But what happens when 

history is used in film and 

television to justify a 

controversial stance about 

the present?  Often it 

seems, that stance 

becomes obscured behind 

phrases like “but it’s 

historically accurate, 

that’s just how it was.” 

This can be seen in the 

hugely popular HBO 

series Game of Thrones 

(2011-) and how it 

intersects with gender 

politics of the present, 

specifically postfeminist 

discourse, and how 

despite its fantasy genre,  

historical accuracy is used 

to justify the more 

controversial moments.  

“But… The Dark 

Ages!”
6
 

Game of Thrones (GoT) 

may seem like an odd 

choice here given that 

aside from its quasi-

Medieval setting, it is not 

a show about history. 

However, its obvious 

parallels to the War of the 

Roses as well as the fact 

that showrunners, critics 

and fans alike invoke 

historical accuracy to 

defend against criticisms 

of the show, reveals to us 

that despite taking place 

in the fictional realm of 

Westeros inhabited by 

dragons and frozen 

zombies, the show is still 
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A Beginner’s Guide 

to Postfeminism 

Despite the term first 

emerging in the 1980s, 

feminist scholars are still not 

quite sure nor can they agree 

on what ‘postfeminism’ 

exactly refers to. Here are the 

key ways that the term has 

been characterized: 

1. The period following the 

end of second-wave 

feminism.
12 

2. A conceptual framework 

that depoliticises feminism 

and brings it further into the 

context of cultural and social 

relations.
13

  

3. The assumption that 

feminist goals have been 

achieved and therefore 

feminism is not needed, 

thereby removing further 

conversation about sexism 

and subtly reinforcing it.
14 

4. A backlash against 

feminism in which the term 

has gained negative 

connotation and the caricature 

of the “feminist killjoy” an 

unfeminine raging creature 

reigns supreme, causing 

young women to disassociate 

themselves from feminism.
15

  

 

being designed and 

interpreted within the 

context of Medieval 

history. Thus, it is 

engaging with how we 

understand this period 

and therefore, in its own 

way, it is engaging in 

Morris-Suzuki’s historical 

truthfulness.  

One of the dominant 

criticisms levelled against 

GoT,  namely its 

depiction of women, 

shows us how this idea of 

the past is in conversation 

with the present context 

of this series. Important 

here is the context of 

gender issues and politics 

at the time of production. 

GoT first aired, aptly, in 

the Winter of 2011. 

Feminism in this 

contemporary world is 

widely characterised by 

the term ‘postfeminist.’ 

There is no clear 

definition of what this 

means but it appears to lie 

somewhere between on 

one hand, the acceptance 

of the gains of second-

wave feminism, and on 

the other, a subtle 

resistance or rejection of 

feminism entirely.
7
 

Prominent scholar of 

gender, feminism and the 

media Rosalind Gill, talks 

about postfeminism as 

being characterised, 

among other things, by an 

irony in that the 

assumption that second-

wave feminist goals of 

equality have been 

achieved subtly serves to 

perpetuate gender 

inequality and reinforce 

male privilege.
8 

This 

involves a shifting of the 

way we talk about 

sexism. For example, 

inequalities in the 

workplace such as 

unequal pay are painted 

as the failure of an 

individual to advance in a 

meritocracy; they’re just 

not working hard enough 

to earn the same money.  

The assumption that 

feminism is no longer 

needed because society is 

no longer sexist lends 
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sexism itself a nostalgic 

quality and ‘retro-sexism’ 

has emerged in the media 

and popular culture. 

Images of a sexist past are 

presented as though these 

pasts were a simpler time 

when gender roles were 

clear and women posed 

no threat to masculinity.
9
 

AMC’s Mad Men is an 

often cited example of 

this trend in its depiction 

of 1960s society.
10

 GoT 

also provides an 

abundance of examples of 

postfeminism as Rosalind 

Gill describes it.  

In this series, the majority 

of the women are 

presented as poor and/or 

prostitutes, and prisoners 

of their gender and 

circumstance. Only a 

privileged few, namely 

Cersei Lannister (Lena 

Headey) and Daenerys 

Targaryen (Emilia 

Clarke), are in positions 

with any sense of power 

at all, which they both, to 

varying levels of success 

try to take advantage of. 

We see in characters like 

Brienne of Tarth 

(Gwendoline Christie) 

and Arya Stark (Maisie 

Williams), almost proto-

feminist women who 

reject traditionally 

feminine pursuits in 

favour of sword-fighting 

and the goal of 

knighthood.  

While this may seem 

progressive, with 

powerful Queens and 

female knights, on closer 

inspection we can notice 

the ways in which these 

women are undermined 

by their characterisation 

and the narrative. Both 

Brienne and Arya must 

sacrifice their femininity 

in order to be taken 

seriously as warriors. 

Both have cropped hair 

and trousers as compared 

to the flowing locks and 

lavish frocks of the 

majority of their female 

counterparts. Strength 

here is coded as 

masculine as it would 

certainly have been 

during the Dark Ages, 

these two characters are 

perhaps slightly 

anachronistic in terms of 

historical accuracy 

(although there are 

examples of female 

knights in history). We 

live in a society now, in 

Gwendoline Christie as Brienne of Tarth in HBO's Game of Thrones (2011 - ). Here we can see 

how she is visually coded as masculine.  
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which gender is, albeit 

slowly, becoming 

increasingly fluid. Thus, 

GoT’s depiction of the 

masculinisation of these 

women could be read as a 

retro-sexist recalling of a 

time when gender 

binaries were far clearer.  

In 2014, these issues 

came to a head when the 

third episode of the fourth 

season aired. This episode 

explicitly depicted the 

rape of Cersei by her 

brother Jamie (Nikolaj 

Coster-Waldau) with 

whom she had shared an 

incestuous relationship. 

This scene caused uproar 

among predominately 

female fans and critics of 

the show for a multitude 

of reasons, mainly 

because it was changed 

from a scene of 

consensual sex as it 

appears in the original 

novel to one of rape. 

When met with this 

criticism, the director of 

the episode Alex Graves, 

defended the scene, 

claiming that despite 

Cersei struggling and 

repeatedly telling Jaime 

“stop it” eventually she 

acquiesces and therefore 

its consensual.
16

 This is 

incredibly problematic as 

by the time the scene cuts 

to the next, Cersei is still 

struggling against Jaime 

and is clearly distressed 

(you can view the scene 

on YouTube if you’re so 

inclined). It is confusing 

as to at what point Graves 

believes it becomes 

consensual, not to 

mention the fact that it is 

problematic in of itself to 

say that non-consensual  

sex can possibly 

eventually become 

consensual. These 

statements as well as 

Cersei’s constant 

vilification in the series, 

Jaime calls Cersei a 

“hateful woman” before 

forcing himself on her, 

lay the responsibility for 

this scene at Cersei’s feet, 

thus perpetuating the 

victim blaming, rape 

culture which thrives in 

our present society.
17

 

Critics and showrunners 

responded to these 

criticisms by using what 

journalist Katherine Don 

termed the “But… it’s the 

Dark Ages!” line. 

Statements were made 

defending this scene as 

being accurate to a 

medieval world where 

rape was taken far less 

seriously than today.
18

 

This is not the first time 

Emilia Clarke and Jason Momoa as Daenerys and Drogo on their wedding night, a 

scene that was turned from consensual sex to rape in its adaptation from book to 

screen. Game of Thrones (2011-). HBO 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UBqxyY59S60
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this defence was used. 

Author of the source 

novels George R. R. 

Martin defended the 

showrunners’ decision to 

turn the consensual sex 

between Daenerys and 

Khal Drogo (Jason 

Momoa) – the man she is 

sold to by her brother 

(Harry Lloyd) - on their 

wedding night into 

multiple scenes of rape, 

by saying that “in 

Medieval society there 

was no such thing as 

marital rape.”
19

 

I’m not going to argue 

that these statements 

aren’t to a greater or 

lesser extent accurate. 

However, if we are to 

follow the arguments of 

Rosenstone and Co, then 

accuracy is less important 

than what the piece is 

trying to say about the 

time - in this case 

apparently that ill 

treatment of women was 

commonplace and 

therefore is necessary to 

depict - as well as what it 

reflects about how society 

now views that time. 

Therefore perhaps the 

more pertinent questions 

are why this period of 

time with its apparently 

justified oppression and 

violence against 

femininity is being 

represented now? Why is 

historical ‘accuracy’ so 

important to an 

admittedly fantastical 

series? What conditions 

in society make for this 

kind of programming and 

these messages to be so 

readily accepted by 

popular culture? I 

personally, like 99% of 

the western world, am a 

fan of GoT, but I can’t 

ignore what it seems to be 

saying about gender 

politics in today’s society 

if we so readily get on 

board with a 

representation of a quasi-

historical world in which 

gender is clearly 

structured in a violent 

patriarchy and sexual 

violence is passed off as a 

non-issue. Like Gill’s 

idea of postfeminism, it 

seems to me that the 

choice to explore this 

period and its sexist 

attitudes, whilst on the 

surface appears to 

distance our society from 

a Medieval one through 

the argument of historical 

accuracy, when examined 

critically, appears to shed 

light on sexist attitudes in 

the present. This doesn’t 

mean history should not 

be presented on screen; 

on the contrary I raise 

these issues as part of a 

conversation about how 

we can use historical 

films and TV shows to 

learn both about the past 

and the present. 
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