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THE MILITARY’S CINEMA COMPLEX

Lee Grieveson and Haidee Wasson

The American military is a singularly powerful institution. Born with the nation
itself, in revolutionary war, the military transformed into a professionalized and
technologically advanced force in the latter years of the nineteenth century in con-
junction with US imperial expansion and the complex global conflict of 1898.! The
growth of the US military mirrored the rise of the United States to a position of
global centrality, and hegemony, that began first with the late-nineteenth-century
wars of imperialism but was more fully realized in World War IT and its aftermath.
In 1947 the National Security Act (alongside a series of amendments in 1949) cre-
ated the US Air Force, the Department of Defense, the secretary of defense, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, the National Security Council (NSC), and the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA), reorganizing and strengthening military and intelligence
organizations and activities that existed before.? By this legislation the basic struc-
ture of the contemporary military was established—splitting the air force from the
army, maintaining a large navy and advanced marine force—and affirming its
civilian governance in the new Department of Defense. From this point onward,
the American military became a distinctly powerful global institution, signifi-
cantly larger in terms of personnel, budget, reach, destructive capabilities, and
“preponderant power” than any other military in the world.’

Cinema’s Military Industrial Complex thus explores the ways in which this
uniquely powerful globe-spanning institution began to use “cinema” as industry,
technology, media practice, form, and space to service its needs and further its
varied interests. Collectively these essays ask: What are the ways in which cinema
has been useful to the military? How did this usefulness develop and transform
across history? What institutions emerged within and in close relation to the
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armed forces to make, circulate, and exhibit military films? What kinds of tech-
nologies were developed? What are the distinct forms of knowledge that have been
fostered by military film use? What cinema cultures took shape among the enlisted
during or after service? How have the differences between a military at war and at
relative peace affected these dynamics? What role have the state and other cognate
institutions played in bolstering relations between the military and cinema? How
has the world’s largest and most powerful film industry—“Hollywood”—been
implicated in these dynamics? The answers that emerge across the essays in this
volume are, as they must be, empirical, detailed, and precise. But this precision is
in service of a fuller reckoning with both how and why one of the most significant
and powerful institutions in the world began to use cinema to further its goals.
One example here at the outset can illustrate some of the often surprising, wide-
spread, and varied uses. Consider it a form of orientation. In 1954, in the aftermath
of the 1947 National Security Act, the US military commissioned the Motion Pic-
ture Association of America (MPAA), the official and most powerful American
film trade and corporate lobbying organization, to examine the film and photogra-
phy operations of its various branches.* The study sought to identify efficiencies in
current activities across the military and—among other things—to explore the
advisability of fuller, deeper collaborations between the military and Hollywood.
The report detailed a remarkable range of film activity—none of it guided by the
profit-generating, commercial logics of Hollywood. Yet production, distribution,
and exhibition systems were vast and highly developed, with, for instance, over one
thousand film libraries housing tens of thousands of film prints. Hollywood and
other American industries supplied some of these films, but many more were made
by a kind of tributary system constituted by hundreds of internal military produc-
tion units. Orientation, training, and morale films—a small few of which were
made by known Hollywood directors—constituted an estimated 15 percent of mili-
tary film use. Some 75 percent of film and photography use was “strictly of a strate-
gic nature”” In other words, the majority of films were devoted to applied military
functions, including ordnance testing, aerial and underwater reconnaissance and
mapping, operating manuals, tactical support to combat missions, immersive gun-
nery training, battle-front briefs, research and development, munitions testing, and
data recording and analysis. Vectors of film use were frequently directed inward to
military personnel and intraorganizational needs. Cinema performed predictable
tasks such as entertaining war-weary soldiers, as well as helping to build efficient
bureaucratic systems where films served as office memos, as operational updates,
and as content for a partly automated educational and training playback system.
But this production system also maintained strong vectors outward, with footage
regularly supplied to commercial and noncommercial film circuits, as well as to the
television industry. For instance, military-made footage, and sometimes complete
films, were widely available, servicing often overlapping goals to entertain, educate,
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and promulgate the virtues of the military and its activities. Public relations and
propaganda were intertwined. By midcentury, then, Americans could frequently
and regularly see such moving images and hear their sounds on televisions in their
living rooms and on film screens in movie theaters, classrooms, libraries, veterans’
organizations, factory floors, boardrooms, and countless other private and public
forums. Military films were a common element of American media ecosystems.
Such films also became integral to international campaigns to ensure the “American
way, efforts that grew especially after World War II.

Cinema’s Military Industrial Complex contributes to the growing interest in
thinking about cinema less as an art or as commercial entertainment and more as
a deployment of particular technologies, forms, practices, and spaces that have
coalesced as “cinema” to forward particular social, economic, and political objec-
tives. This approach to film has recently been dubbed “useful cinema?® Building
on this term, this book explores what cinema’s utility might mean within the con-
text of a specific but also vast and uniquely powerful institution. Our authors build
on recent work devoted to assessing the role of film as adaptable technological
assemblage, used across entertainment, industrial, scientific, educational, and gov-
ernmental entities to influence the movement of resources, the instrumentaliza-
tion of new forms of knowledge, and the promulgation of preferred behaviors.” It
is our hope that detailed historical work on how this military used cinema to fur-
ther what the most recent US Department of Defense budget simply calls “our
interests” can connect to—build alliances with, if you will—significant scholarly
work on other media and other militaries.® Ultimately, we hope to contribute to
the increasingly urgent necessity of understanding the place of media in facilitat-
ing and sustaining the asymmetries of power, resources, and interests that struc-
ture the modern world.

What were those American military and state interests? What are the structures,
policies, and practices they have enabled? The sketch here cannot be definitive, of
course, but it can offer a broad context from which to read the essays that follow.
The US military grew markedly in the late nineteenth century, with the imperial
agenda to fashion new global trade routes and sustain strategic interests, with par-
ticular emphasis on parts of Latin America, Asia, and the Pacific.’ The spurt of US
territorial imperialism that started with the Spanish-American War and included
the annexation of Guam, Hawaii, and the Philippines was fueled also by the inter-
ests of the large corporations emerging in this period that sought access to materi-
als, labor, and markets."” Global expansion, driven by a fusion of state and eco-
nomic interests, required that military innovations paralleled or directly drew
from industrial practices and procedures. The technological and organizational
might of this new military was quickly subject to the gaze of another of the
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powerful technologies of the second-stage industrial revolution: moving-picture
cameras. Documentary film footage, particularly of the technology of gunships,
was widely circulated in 1898-99 as a visible and mobile signifier of imperial state
strength and was significant to the burgeoning popularity of film in the United
States." Cinema, we might say, functioned as an earlier form of “shock and awe,”
symbolic of the technological modernity most brutally manifested in the mecha-
nization of warfare that enabled the imperial expansion integral to globalization.
Both cinema and the military grew rapidly thereafter.

Naval, army, marine, and security forces were subsequently further deployed in
Latin American nations in the early twentieth century to protect the property
rights of US corporations, securing materials central to industrial development.
Military actions in Colombia (1903, 1919), Nicaragua (1909), and Mexico (1914-
17), among others, demonstrate the fusion of state and economic interests that
have undergirded US foreign policy, and that have driven the expansion and
deployment of the military. Broadly speaking, one can discern logics here—of state
and capital—that have been enacted in specific, contingent circumstances and
that frame an imperialism that begins with territorial expansion but mutates
quite quickly in the early twentieth century mostly into new forms of “economic
imperialism”" These new practices began to be called by critics “dollar imperial-
ism” in the 1920s, when the US state worked in conjunction with private banks
and transnational corporations to exercise significant control over crucial
resources.” Oil was (and is) particularly significant. Dollar imperialism became
the default position of state/capital interests thereafter, backed up frequently with
military force and “regime change” when necessary for economic and/or strategic
interests."

Despite its role in numerous actions in the first third of the twentieth century,
the military experienced only spasmodic growth in the period before World War
I1. Its expansion was constrained both by the long-standing republican distrust of
the potential of standing armies to serve authoritarian governance and by the iso-
lationism (indeed, at times pacifism) that followed participation in the European
imperial war of 1914-18. Yet, the rearmament required for World War II, begin-
ning in the late 1930s, effectively ended the Great Depression and made clear the
economic utility of an expanded military and advanced technological arms indus-
tries to the political economy of the nation.” New regimes of accumulation were
henceforth closely tied to militarism. The massive expansion of the military in the
early Cold War—mutating into both arms and space races—was a primary engine
in economic growth during the postwar years up until at least the early 1970s. Cold
War exigencies and an expanding ideology of national security motivated the mas-
sive growth and global deployment of standing military and security forces.
American national security was inextricably bound to shoring up the borders of
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the “free world” and facilitating the economic circulation and expansion integral
to the capitalist system.” By the mid-1940s, safeguarding that circulatory system
became the cornerstone of American foreign policy.” New international financial
and security agencies, like the International Monetary Fund and elements of the
United Nations, both established in 1945, were important to this. So was the State
Department’s 1948 Marshall Plan to rebuild capitalist Europe and Japan. Military
alliances like those enshrined in the 1949 North Atlantic Treaty Organization fur-
thered the proliferation of US military bases in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia
in particular. These treaties and organizations sanctioned a range of interventions
that fostered regimes favorable to American strategic and economic interests. The
clear role of military force employed to secure resources essential to a booming US
economy is plainly illustrated by the case of Iran. In 1954, during the early Cold
War, British and US military and security forces allied to overthrow a democrati-
cally elected leader threatening to nationalize oil resources. The unelected replace-
ment was favorable to the combined interests of the British and US state and their
oil producers; less so to the interests of the Iranian population.”®

Our list of similar interventions in the Middle East and Latin America could be
alot longer.” But here it is enough to observe that American entry into the war in
1941 initiated rapid expansion of the military and related arms industries, spurring
industrial and economic growth, all of which continued well beyond that particu-
lar conflict. Deep military entanglements with research institutions—including
initiatives undertaken at universities and large corporations—also took hold dur-
ing this same period. Research and development in chemistry, physics, and aero-
space, among other areas, served military exigencies, making all manner of things
lighter, stronger, faster, more effective—and destructive—on a mass scale.”® The
alliance among the military, research, and innovation shaped new technologies
across the twentieth and now twenty-first centuries, including a number of media
technologies. For example, even before these sizable realignments, radio devel-
oped with significant military and state investment in the 1910s.* The technologi-
cal complex that eventually formed the basis of the Internet grew from here as well
several decades later.” Both radio and the Internet developed in part from logisti-
cal needs central to the military’s globe-spanning operations, some of which were
banal and bureaucratic and some others more conventionally strategic.”? Cinema,
it turns out, shares some of this history.

By the early 1940s, then, new and consequential relationships began to be
established among the so-called iron triangle of state, military, and advanced
industry, which significantly shaped policy and the continued expansion and
deployment of the military.** In his prescient televised 1961 farewell address to the
nation, President Dwight D. Eisenhower sharply denounced the logics of this
complex:
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The conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is
new in the American experience. . . . The total influence—economic, political, even
spiritual—is felt in every city, every statehouse, every office of the federal govern-
ment. ... In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of
unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial com-
plex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.”®

Eisenhower had been a five-star general, and leader of the US forces in Europe
during World War II, before serving as president. By the time he left office he had
become deeply frustrated by his inability to control the Cold War military buildup,
and his speech carefully described how the mutual interests among the military
and its industrial suppliers had distorted the political process and further
entrenched the symbiotic growth of the military and related industrial sectors.*

At our point, some fifty-five or so years later, we can simply state that the reality
of the “disastrous rise of misplaced power” clearly exists. Conflicts in Vietnam,
Iraq, Afghanistan, and oil-rich Iraq again, among others, have clearly been driven
(as many have observed) by a fusion of political and economic interests.”” The
recent expanded global “War on Terror” has furthered the close ties among state,
military, and high-tech industry, and has motivated “exceptional” military prac-
tices, including torture and extrajudicial killing, that have had devastating conse-
quences on many people and populations. In the process the United States became
the only state to have explicitly authorized contravention of the Geneva Conven-
tions governing the practice of warfare.” New techniques of battle, such as drones
and cyberwar, have also grown alongside these new forms of exceptional state and
military power.”” Quite clearly the long arc of military growth, from the wars of
imperialism of the late nineteenth century to the current “era of permanent war;’
has significantly shaped both US domestic and foreign policies and the current
world order.”” Media technologies have played a role throughout.

What roles has cinema, specifically, played in this expanding, mutating military?
What did the American military want from cinema? Building on patient archival
and critical methods, this book addresses the military’s cinema across a history
that stretches principally from World War I to the ongoing counterinsurgency
campaigns in Iraq. Contributors explore the military’s direct development and
sponsorship of new forms of cinema technology; its use of cinema to recruit, train,
entertain, comfort, and heal soldiers; its direct deployment of cinema to test new
technologies and techniques of warfare; the viewing of films to learn about the
enemy, about foreign cultures, and more generally about military activities. Our
authors also examine the use of film to foster civilian support for military engage-
ment and for related state policies domestically and internationally. This book
includes histories threaded through particular conflicts (in Europe, but extending
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also to Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq), and also histories situated within broader
geopolitical objectives and tensions (notably the Cold War and the War on Ter-
ror). Our authors also explore the ways in which the military was ambitiously
experimental with film use, calling for not only technological innovation but also
new methods of film viewing and analysis. Chapters demonstrate the ways in
which cinema was a mode of work, a set of skills, and a creative outlet for the thou-
sands who labored to make, circulate, and show films while enlisted. Plus, as the
existence of the MPAA’s 1954 report for the military makes clear, the military sus-
tained regular and occasionally deep ties to the commercial American film indus-
try, using its technical expertise, infrastructures, and talent to help achieve mili-
tary goals. Essays here chart and consider those links, many of them previously
unexamined.

Together these essays show us that the military embraced cinema as an iterative
apparatus with multiple capacities and functions, some of which were intraorgan-
izational and some of which extended beyond immediate military function. Prop-
aganda was significant to this, as other scholars have rightly emphasized.”
Similarly, elements of the military and the CIA have worked hard to shape com-
mercial cinema, too, by establishing “liaison officers” and exchanging military
technology—Ilike ships and airplanes—after vetting Hollywood scripts to ensure
they favorably represent the military and its endeavors.”> Our book seeks to add to
and expand this significant work on propaganda and the interfaces of hard and
soft power by focusing on the military’s direct use of cinema and its technologies.
Doing so necessitates expanding our conception of “film” beyond the terrain of
specific propaganda institutions or the commercial and mostly fictional forms that
have been central to much previous work on cinema and the military. This book
does not focus on Hollywood films and their representations of the military, its
personnel, or key events in military history. Rather, chapters address the military’s
use and transformation of cinematic technologies, forms, and practices, some of
which have shaped commercial cinema. Take, for example, the development of
wide movie screens in the 1950s, commonly regarded as Hollywood’s response to
television. The immediate predecessor to Cinerama and its subsequent wide-
screen imitators was in fact a device developed during World War II under mili-
tary direction to mimic aerial battle to train plane gunners. Nuances of narrative,
character psychology, editing, mise-en-scéne, and cinematography were largely
incidental to the capacity of projectors and screens to yield images of rapid air-
plane movement across a wide field of vision.

The military’s cinema was elastic, stretched at particular instances to exploit
one among many of its qualities, addressing tasks and servicing distinct institu-
tional needs. Consider another example: celluloid’s capacity to record moving
objects at high film speed, allowing the rendering of images that would be
otherwise unobservable by the human eye alone. Celluloid provided significant
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visual detail of ordnance explosions and machines in operation, which made
tracking, testing, and measuring change possible in new ways. Doing so trans-
formed moving images into analyzable data, serving as tools of nuclear physicists,
aerospace engineers, and chemists alike.” In still other circumstances it was the
mechanical reproducibility of film and its mobility that was significant to the mil-
itary. The capacity to circulate these films from place to place, predicated on a new
international infrastructure for portable film projectors, enabled a global network
of select content, targeted at particular audiences in specific settings. The repeat-
ability and adaptability of projecting prerecorded, standardized, and carefully
designed films was thought to enable efficiencies in recruitment, orientation, edu-
cation, and reeducation, as well as in getting soldiers back to work. The languages
of cinema and the distinct aesthetic conventions that evolved in films made and
shown by the military became rhetorically complex and highly specific in peda-
gogic, psychiatric, and propagandistic forms, but much differently so in the realms
of data analysis, flight simulation, and munitions testing. Although broadly
deployed, and seen regularly by millions, the military’s cinema was rarely designed
simply as a mass medium, but rather as a highly strategic one, encompassing spe-
cific groups of varying sizes and of many disciplines and skills, with clear institu-
tional procedures and desired outcomes. Exploring this history challenges many
of our received categories for understanding cinemas institutions.

Quite clearly the military was a creative force when it came to the development
and use of film. New technologies, forms, and practices emerged. The innovation of
more-sensitive film stock, powerful lenses, and flashes, for example, facilitated aer-
ial surveillance and munitions testing. More-rugged portable projectors ensured
reliable film performance in all climates and theaters of operation. The military was
also an innovator of nonfiction films, crafting raw footage into standardized opera-
tional updates, tactical reports, and procedure manuals as well as regularly repur-
posing footage in recombinatory processes from one public-information film to
another educational short. The military also used film to make extensive records of
its activities, developing detailed labeling and categorization systems and modes of
storage and retrieval. New viewing scenarios were forged, including impromptu
cinemas, immersive galleries, console viewers, frame-by-frame lab analysis, and
multimedia war rooms. The dynamics of spectatorship were distinct from commer-
cial entertainment. Enlisted soldiers were frequently instructed on how to watch,
with particular rules and procedures in place to help ensure a sanctioned range of
responses. But we also know that soldiers were often rowdy and frequently rejected
the authority of the screen when it was permitted, and it was.** Spectatorship itself
must be understood here as frequently though not always highly codified, with
many screenings required, compelled, or occurring under duress. Many watched in
pursuit of a pressing goal or performance of a task, including the strategic function
of planned recreation: effective leisure helped make better soldiers. Last, disciplines
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that exist beyond the parameters of the military proper each had a role in shaping
its cinema, including among them anthropology, psychiatry, psychology, educa-
tion, mass communications, industrial efficiency, information design, governance
and statecraft, economics, physics, and chemistry. The technologically advanced
and global military force was enthusiastically interdisciplinary. Our contributors
attend to these varied innovations, practices, and interdisciplinary entanglements
in the essays that follow.

Our imperative in this book has been to combine multiple vectors of analysis in
order to keep both the specific uses of cinema and the broad logics and dynamics
of the role and function of the military in play together. By doing this we hope to
contribute to work by media scholars on the military’s use of other media forms
and technologies, like the aforementioned example of radio and the Internet, but
also to such scholars’ work on photography, magnetic tape, television, satellites,
GPS, and drones.” Writing on cinema and the military has so far tended to eschew
the detailed material analysis visible in work on other media. Broadly speaking,
there have been two primary dynamics at play in film scholarship. On the one
hand, the brief and sketchy remarks by Paul Virilio on the violence of cinema’s
representational abstractions and by Friedrich Kittler on the connections between
military and media machines have too often stood as shorthand for the seeming
violence inherent in cinema. Such approaches frequently obscure the complex his-
torical relations that have long operated at multiple scales, and that require patient
and detailed explication.”® On the other hand, there is a body of scholarship on
Hollywood’s fiction films, particularly those representing war, and on documen-
tary films made by famous directors during wartime.” Both of these latter tenden-
cies are consistent with a discipline—film studies—that has historically focused on
these two categories (fiction and documentary) to the exclusion of other forms of
nontheatrical, nonfictional, and useful cinema. Recent work has started to expand
this remit, including some scholarship on various militaries and their institution-
alization of cinema.* Building on such efforts, our contributors tend to the many
ways in which the American military made, showed, watched, and used films,
sometimes in collaboration with state and civilian organizations, industries, and
individuals. Rather than focusing on one particular conflict or one particular
aspect of military cinema, this book surveys a range of topics across the twentieth
century, providing additional, original, and comparative points of entry into this
complex history. The result is an overview of the long, deep, and persistent invest-
ment by the American military in cinema broadly defined.

To facilitate this overview, the essays in this book are gathered into four sections
that explore crucial dynamics in the military’s deployment of cinema. Each of
these sections is organized chronologically. Our first section examines film
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technologies and viewing infrastructures; the second is devoted to film watching
and analysis; the third addresses, directly, military filmmaking; and the fourth
gathers chapters that assess agencies, organizations, and institutions whose activi-
ties were supportive of and inextricably linked to the military. Various methodolo-
gies are deployed throughout the book to explicate different dynamics and his-
torical developments. Some chapters start with close, detailed historical analysis
and expand to include reflection on the specific praxis that operated to make cin-
ema such a significant military asset. Others examine the broader logics in which
the military’s cinema operated and that helped to sustain the hegemony of the
United States and the global order of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Our first section, “The Military’s Cinema Apparatus,” gathers essays that prima-
rily address cinema’s technological and exhibitionary apparatus, from small and
nimble projection machines to massive, architectural screens. Essays in this sec-
tion explore a full range of ways in which military films were shown and seen, and
consider the broader impact of the innovations mapped. Haidee Wasson and And-
rea Kelley focus on small screens and portable devices, while Rebecca Prime and
Ross Melnick examine large-screen and theatrical infrastructures. Together they
provide a portrait of a diversified viewing system, each with particular links to dif-
ferent elements of the film industry. Wasson charts a range of military experiments
with film projection. She shows that the military aggressively called for innova-
tions in film equipment that favored portability, ease of use, adaptability, and rug-
gedness. These qualities were crucial for cameras but equally so for projectors. The
film industry answered the military’s call. Her essay also addresses highly special-
ized devices designed to expand the human sensorium, and also to record and
display information, placing the film projector into histories of data processing
and nonlinear storage and retrieval. Under military direction, film projection was
frequently disarticulated from theatrical architecture and rearticulated to a
number of institutional imperatives that happened in meeting rooms and labora-
tories, on battlefronts, and in offices. Wasson contends that some of these experi-
ments proved paradigmatic: the ideals of easy, reliable, rugged film projectors
became a practical reality after the war, with such machines far outnumbering
movie theaters from the 1950s onward.

One of these now largely forgotten devices was a form of console cinema,
housed in furniture units and working through a system of rear projection. Before
World War II these were known as Panorams, and they resembled domestic radios
and early televisions in their design. Andrea Kelley traces the multiple uses for this
so-called daylight cinema on airfields and in recreation rooms, officers’ quarters,
hospitals, and government offices. As a popular amusement, the Panoram devel-
oped first to feature music more than movies, and was akin to the coin-operated
jukebox and the vending machine. But its history illustrates the ways in which
small cinema consoles were quickly enlisted to serve a diverse set of purposes
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during World War II, putting popular quotidian entertainments in dialogue with
military utility. Both Wasson and Kelley demonstrate the ways in which expanded
film technologies had deep links to the consumer-electronics industry, and both
help further our understanding of the intermediality of the military’s cinema, with
plain connections to sound technologies (microphones, amplification devices),
automatic self-operated machines, and popular music, among others. The small-
ness of the screens was also crucial, as were small audiences and short films.
Equally important was the normalization of a playback device for moving images
and sounds that could function independently of purpose-built spaces, enabling
an expanded utility and increased use across the military institution and beyond.

In stark contrast to small, adaptable, and self-operated film projection stands the
monumental and high-tech Cinerama, commonly associated with the film indus-
try’s efforts to differentiate itself from the emergence of television with its small
screens in the 1950s. This ultra-wide-screen format, which used three 335mm projec-
tors and a curved 146-degree screen, led the way at midcentury in novel theatrical
technologies and ultimately ushered in the enduring reshaping of the film screen
toward not just a larger size but a different shape, emphasizing a more horizontal
plane. Rebecca Prime shows us that the military played an integral role in the devel-
opment, making, and circulation of this technology and its films. Prime also exam-
ines the figure of Merian C. Cooper, who was both a key player in Cinerama’s
commercialization and a producer and director of its debut film, This Is Cinerama!
(1952). Cooper maintained and exploited a network of long-held military contacts
while developing and promoting Cinerama. Prime maps these links and also exam-
ines the recurring and extensive use of aerial photography in key Cinerama titles,
documenting the use of air force and navy equipment to secure its “thrilling” and
“immersive” footage. In doing so her essay provides a compelling portrait of the
military ideologies and material supports inseparable from Cinerama’s mass spec-
tacle and big-screen technological might. Connecting to the chapters in the final
section of this book, Prime also charts the screening of select Cinerama films by the
State Department as it deployed American culture internationally as part of its Cold
War strategy. By midcentury, mass technological and patriotic spectacle was inex-
tricably and concretely linked to the American military.

The military explored the small and the big of film technologies, yet it also fully
embraced one of the mainstays of Hollywood’s industrial model: the movie theater.
Ross Melnick surveys the army’s theater circuit, showing that movie theaters were
for the better part of the twentieth century considered integral to army operations,
understood as crucial for maintaining the morale and welfare of the enlisted. Dur-
ing World War II, domestically, the army circuit was second in size only to Para-
mount’s theater chain. Some army bases held as many as eleven theaters onsite.
Three decades later, the US Army operated the largest theater chain in the world,
with 1,328 theaters in sixty countries—more than double the size of the largest
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domestic chain. Army theaters were also multiuse venues, with a complex social-
ity, which included the injustices of segregation. Concurrent to Wasson and Kel-
ley’s documenting of the drive towards portability and adaptability, Melnick shows
that movie theaters remained an enduring element of the American military’s
infrastructure, alongside the growth of other media forms, and well after civilian
movie theaters began to decline. The military pursued all manner of screen size,
accommodating models of film performance that were diminutive and utilitarian
as well as grand and excessive.

Building on these insights, the authors in our next section, “Strategies of View-
ing,” zero in on military efforts, and undertakings by related ancillary organizations,
to institutionalize and regularize film watching. Our focus here shifts from technol-
ogy and its transformation toward evolving forms of knowledge and disciplinary
practice that shaped the meaning of the encounter with projected moving images
and sounds. Tom Rice discusses the role of veterans’ organizations and the ways in
which they promoted and programmed commercial films in the 1910s and 1920s as
but one element of the broader cultural project to fuse militaristic, patriotic, and
nationalistic sentiments. Cinema has long played an indirect role in ideas of national
belonging and national difference, as countless scholars have observed. But here
paramilitary institutions like the American Legion took an activist role in orches-
trating particularly conservative forms of ethnic nationalism, largely through film
programming. Rice analyzes how particular institutions utilized cinema and media
for goals that were simultaneously local—for example, to form group identity—and
assimilated to the broader dynamics of racist nationalism that have so frequently
accompanied war. The formerly enlisted members of the American Legion under-
stood themselves to be continuing their service long after official actions had ended.

Kaia Scott shifts our focus to active-duty rather than retired soldiers by examin-
ing the relatively new area of military psychiatry, which during World War II
began to experiment with film in order to understand and heal the damaged minds
of frontline personnel. Scott analyzes these experiments, some fleeting and some
enduring, wherein military psychiatrists developed new forms of treatment for
wounded and traumatized soldiers, as much to heal them as to get them back to
work. In therapeutic settings, films were shown to individuals and integrated into
ongoing and related treatment practices, while others were shown to groups in the
spirit of efficiency. Repetition was a foundational principle; films were shown over
and over, used alongside therapists and often aided by psychopharmaceuticals to
expedite healing. The rapidly expanding profession of psychiatry, embraced by the
American military during World War II and thereafter, also made use of film to
expand its own disciplinary apparatus. Scott examines the role of media in trans-
forming therapeutic, professional, and public-relations practices that affected mil-
lions of enlisted soldiers and ultimately helped shape a boom in postwar civilian
psychiatric practices.
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Turning from the soldier’s psychiatry to national psychology, Nathaniel Brennan
examines ways in which the military struggled to understand the enemy. During
World War II, military personnel and others working for the war effort began to use
seized German nonfiction films, reasoning that such films might yield valuable
information. This included simple procedures such as identifying the physical
properties of enemy aircraft. Yet, German entertainment films were thought to aid
in analyzing and assessing inimical national psychologies as well. Focusing on
anthropologist Gregory Bateson, Brennan examines the construction of cinema as
a form of cultural intelligence. Bateson and his team worked with civilian organiza-
tions, laboring under the premise that commercial cinema was emblematic of cul-
ture’s standardization, a medium by and for the industrial masses. As such, films
could be useful tools for identifying frameworks that reflected aggregate behaviors
and “national character” Individual foreign films, then, were studied but also recon-
textualized, used to teach soldiers efficiently about cultural difference. Elements of
the military expressed interest and supported Bateson’s efforts. The specifics of this
project were ultimately short-lived, but migrated to other educational fields, includ-
ing indeed film studies and the emerging field of communication studies.

Vinzenz Hediger takes a different approach to the procedures of analysis,
beginning with one particular film screening in the Pentagon in the fall of 2003
when military and political personnel watched and discussed the classic Battle of
Algiers (Gillo Pontecorvo, 1966). What did the world’s most powerful military
want from a film that dramatized anticolonial resistance in the late 1950s and the
brutal French response to it? Building on a long history of the film’s use as a tool of
warfare in theaters of operation across the globe, Hediger uses Battle as a way to
diagnose more-fundamental aspects of American military strategy in the wake of
the chaotic aftermath to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. By doing so Hediger shows
that the nuanced lessons of Pontecorvo’s film were no match for ascendant prac-
tices within the military—namely, the determined and sanctioned use of torture in
contravention of international law. Hediger examines a canonical political film
and its repurposing, and considers how the military’s strategies of viewing can
help us to understand the evolution of tactics and strategies by the Department of
Defense and the State Department in the ongoing “War on Terror”

Distinct from these practices of viewing, the military also made movies. Indeed,
it made a lot of movies. The authors in our third section, “Military-Made Movies,”
address different approaches to filmmaking as it operated at specific historical
moments, within distinct elements of the larger military institution, and as it was
articulated to specific audiences and purposes. Florian Hoof and Noah Tsika each
discuss training films, among other things. Hoof examines an early link between
industrial efficiency efforts and military ones through the figure of Frank B. Gil-
breth, best known in film and media history for his efforts, along with those of
Lillian Gilbreth, to merge cinema with the new industrial science of time-motion
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study. Hoof situates Frank Gilbreth within a particular moment in military his-
tory—one in which mechanization, automation, and machine efficiencies were
forging new links between industrial innovation and military might. The brutal
results of this during World War I are well known. Gilbreth considered military
needs as contiguous with those of his industrial clients; both sought to improve
human-machine interfaces. This essay documents Gilbreth’s efforts to sell film as
a modern training tool, and his brief working relationship with the US military.

Gilbreth was an outsider to the military but worked his way in, seeking contracts
with both the German and US military. By contrast, Tsika looks at filmmaking as it
was enacted at a later and more developed phase—from World War II onward—
when making and also circulating films was a highly regularized component inter-
nal to the military. Building on the institutional imperative to train and to
communicate effectively with a rapidly expanding number of enlisted men, Tsika
maps the unique mode of film production that developed within the army during
World War II and into the television era. He shows that military nonfiction films
were highly dynamic forms, frequently assembled from a range of recorded materi-
als secured across numerous contexts, and then frequently reassembled again and
again. In other words, military films, including training films, can be understood as
an assemblage of highly flexible materials, remade continually with an eye to
actively circulating military material widely across the military, and through civil-
ian film and television circuits as well. Tsika addresses the institutional imperatives
that produced these texts, which often blurred the divisions between training, edu-
cation, and public relations. In doing so, his essay inserts a voluminous body of
nonfiction filmmaking into the history of documentary cinema.

Military filmmaking took place within dedicated units that existed across the
distinct arms of the military, and took different forms within its vast operations.
Camera crews might have existed within particular units, or might have been
embedded by a more centralized office into a local unit, resulting in mismatched
mandates. Some units were relatively autonomous, while others were highly
specialized and worked under strict orders. Reflecting these variations, three very
different kinds of filmmaking receive the focus of the remaining essays in this
section. Susan Courtney examines the specialized processes developed to record
and ultimately test atomic bombs. Essentially a film studio that was also a military
base, Lookout Mountain Air Force Station (located in Laurel Canyon, near Los
Angeles) served as the primary location for making top-secret atomic-test films.
The facility was staffed by both military and civilian personnel recruited from
nearby film studios. The base housed a remarkable production apparatus. Report-
edly as many as six hundred cameras might be used to document a single detona-
tion, of which there were hundreds. The resulting footage allowed for precise
analysis of single frames or sequences of frames, yielding data about otherwise
immeasurable phenomena like cloud expansion and particle fall. Test films were
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also frequently made widely available to commercial, civilian filmmakers and dis-
tribution outlets for public release, to inform but also to demonstrate and declare
the military’s ominous power. Because of these military films, images of atomic
explosions became ordinary—a prominent element of American media vernacu-
lar, constituting a crucial element of the Cold War’s mass culture. Courtney
addresses what had become highly visible within the visual culture of “the bomb,”
thereby examining the role of test films in promulgating and naturalizing Ameri-
can military power.

Sueyoung Park-Primiano focuses on military filmmaking during the American
occupation of South Korea in the aftermath of World War II. She examines princi-
pally the interregnum between the end of that conflict and the official start of the
Korean War in 1950, assessing American efforts to use film as part of its occupa-
tion efforts. Examining the ubiquitous informational and educational films, she
explores the ways in which these films were used to promote the “American system
of life” Educational films made and circulated by the military included reports on
its activities, as well as films that illustrated modern medical techniques, strategies
for improving public health, and lessons in how to use technologies like telephones
and automobiles. Approved films, including Hollywood titles, were shown free of
charge in movie theaters and traveling educational units that used trains to reach
and propagandize rural areas. Park-Primiano provides a careful view into a set of
ideological practices wherein commercial and military films worked together to
persuade a population as to the virtues of ostensibly benevolent “modernization”
Many kinds of films were instruments in these early days of the Cold War, used as
part of a complex geopolitical apparatus to secure the American position in Asia.

Efforts to secure that position led in time to the debacle in Vietnam, after the
United States had first attempted to prop up the crumbling French empire in Indo-
China. The military used cinema in various ways to sustain these efforts. James
Paasche focuses on one example of that, exploring the development and opera-
tions of the Department of the Army Special Photographic Office (DASPO) and its
activities across the Vietnam conflict in the 1960s and 1970s. DASPO was less a
propaganda, training, or public-relations effort and more an internal film unit
tasked with documenting the work of the army for the army, as well as creating
footage for a stock library, to be used for undefined and unknown purposes in the
future. Film was primarily understood to service the production of a voluminous
and disinterested record of army activity and the everyday life of its soldiers.
Paasche explores the work of DASPO members and the particular dynamics of
intraorganizational image making that they worked under. He also examines what
happened to the voluminous footage afterward, most of it never seen by the units
that created it, or possibly by anyone else. Documenting a unique mode of work,
Paasche raises compelling questions about the tension between creative autonomy,
the military’s institutional bureaucracy, and its questionable military objectives.
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Last, DASPO grew directly from intramilitary conflicts (in this case, between the
army and the air force), reminding us again that the military was and is a complex
bureaucracy with sometimes differing agendas among constituents.

Together our contributors in this section demonstrate that filmmaking came to
be seen as important to military operations, playing a small role beginning notably
around World War I, expanding considerably through World War II, and continu-
ing through the Cold War and the proxy wars in Korea and Vietnam. The military
developed unique modes of production that focused heavily on editing, reassem-
bly, and other elements of what is usually termed postproduction, balancing the
usual emphasis on preshoot scriptwriting or strong directorial oversight. Chains
of command that shaped a final film product were frequently impersonal and hier-
archical. While many military films were scripted and made with a high degree of
deliberation, many others grew from vast stores of unscripted footage that was
regularly repurposed according to changing institutional and political needs.
Filmmaking was also attenuated to particular audiences within an expanding glo-
bal arena. These essays help us to understand better precisely what modes of pro-
duction were forged by this institution, and the larger contexts and constraints in
which that filmmaking took place. The military’s cinema demonstrates a complex
geography operating often in contexts of frequently profound asymmetry.

The final section of the book pursues some of the state logics that have defini-
tively shaped military actions and agendas. “The Military and Its Collaborators”
includes essays brought together by their mutual focus on institutions and prac-
tices that exist in close, sometimes indistinguishable, and often constitutive rela-
tion to the military and its activities. Some authors focus on civilian organizations
such as the Committee on Public Information (CPI), and others discuss organiza-
tions based in the film industry such as the War Activities Committee. Still others
examine organizations and strategies that evolved out of war and the military into
state praxis. Lee Grieveson’s essay frames this section by charting the ways in
which exceptional state practices during wartime led to new methods of produc-
ing, managing, and controlling communication and media that endured beyond
particular conflicts. Focusing on the years during and just after World War I,
Grieveson charts the formation and rise of the CPI, whose mandate was to shape
public opinion about the European conflict and to communicate strategic state
goals. Grieveson explores the ties forged between state and media institutions to
produce new forms of persuasion (journalism, public speeches, film) and the
political and economic logics that underpinned these developments. Propaganda
and the making of media content paired with new forms of exceptional regulation
and constraint upon dissident opinion. Grieveson argues that these new practices
of media production and regulation, although instituted during wartime, had
close ties with broader political and economic logics and expanded thereafter, par-
ticularly during the long Cold War and the ongoing “War on Terror”
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Beginning also with the CPI, Sue Collins examines the emergence of the use of
Hollywood stars during wartime that began first in World War I but grew after-
ward, notably during World War II. Collins documents the governmental use of
media and the figurations (i.e., stars) that it was spawning. In doing so she reframes
Hollywood stars as military consorts, pondering the logics that enabled this. Both
Collins and Grieveson discuss the deep historical interconnections among war,
the military, and American media industries, providing a piece of the wider con-
text in which cinema and its related techniques and capacities were mobilized to
support military engagement.

Moving from largely domestic organizations and operations of state, Alice
Lovejoy and Katerina Loukopoulou in their essays consider those who worked
beyond American borders. Loukopoulou specifically examines the films circu-
lated in conjunction with the Marshall Plan (1948-52). She focuses on Greece, the
only European country where the US military intervened after World War 1II as
part of the American containment foreign policy to prevent Western European
countries from falling under USSR influence. The Marshall Plan was a sizable and
complex set of policies that, along with extensive diplomatic efforts, provided
American capital, goods, and services to devastated countries. Loukopoulou pro-
vides a nuanced examination of the ways in which American-sponsored films
were a regularized element of a steady and broad social, economic, and geopoliti-
cal project to rebuild Europe in ways friendly to, and dependent upon, American
resources. Marshall Plan films worked alongside military action, crucial in Greece
in the aftermath of a civil war that the US military had helped to end. Comple-
menting this, Lovejoy focuses on the parallel but distinct circulation of mostly
Hollywood-made films immediately after the war to select European nations.
Lovejoy pays special attention to Czechoslovakia, on the borders of “the free
world” Here the corporate American film industry also looms large, as it readily
participated with and indeed requested assistance from military and transitional
organizations in the postwar environment to aid in reestablishing its strategic
position in European markets. Corporate and state goals intertwined.

Looking at the military as a powerful institution of cinema requires us to think
about a global production, distribution, and exhibition infrastructure—one whose
effectiveness was built on aggressive expansion, technological innovation, and
geopolitical might; one that by most measures and at certain points far exceeded
the powers and positioning of Hollywood. The military created a vast production
and distribution infrastructure, at midcentury likely the most expansive in the
world, spanning the globe and indicating a considerable elasticity in its ability to
adapt and serve. Technologies of cinema were widely institutionalized; new tech-
niques for making films as well as watching them were innovated. Considerable
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traffic in talent and expertise across the film industry and military can be dis-
cerned. New and close ties between state, military, and media were established,
with consequential effects for all of those components and indeed for the world
more broadly. Equally important is that our authors frequently show that film’s
history is closely intertwined with that of other media forms. The role of radio,
music, print, and television appears across many of the essays in this volume. This
is a history, we contend, that matters to those concerned with understanding cin-
ema broadly and as fully imbricated in the mediated social, cultural, and political
present.

Cinema’s Military Industrial Complex can, of course, be read differently, and
more clearly, as a history. Readers who prefer chronological pathways might start
with Grieveson, Rice, Hoof, and then Collins, who all address World War I; Was-
son, Kelley, Brennan, Tsika, and Scott document activities during World War II;
Prime, Courtney, Park-Primiano, Lovejoy, and Loukopoulou all address the post-
war and Cold War periods; Paasche and Hediger deal with Vietnam and the more
recent War on Terror; MelnicK’s essay spans all of these conflicts. Following essays
chronologically demonstrates the plain yet gradual institutionalization of film dur-
ing World War I into practices of training, recruitment, and money raising (war
bonds), as well as discourses of ethnic nationalism and security. Focusing on World
War II maps the diversification and spread of film use into an increasing range of
operations and on an unprecedented scale. And, at midcentury, our authors chart
the ongoing normalization of filmmaking and also especially notable efforts to cir-
culate films nationally and internationally through expanded film and television
circuits. The continuities here register longstanding practices by states and other
political organizations well beyond American borders to direct the powers of cin-
ema toward desired sociopolitical ends. Our book contributes to the necessity to
explicate those practices. Regardless of how you choose to navigate this book,
toget