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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 conjunction with US imperial expansion and the complex global conflict of 1898.1 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 II and its aftermath. In 1947 the National Security Act (alongside a series of amendments in 1949) created 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 Intelligence Agency (CIA), reorganizing and strengthening military and intelligence organizations and activities that existed before.2 By this legislation the basic structure 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, significantly larger in terms of personnel, budget, reach, destructive capabilities, and “preponderant power” than any other military in the world.3

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 armed forces to make, circulate, and exhibit military films? What kinds of technologies 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, widespread, 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 Picture Association of America (MPAA), the official and most powerful American film trade and corporate lobbying organization, to examine the film and photography operations of its various branches.4 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 production units. Orientation, training, and morale films—a small few of which were made by known Hollywood directors—constituted an estimated 15 percent of military film use. Some 75 percent of film and photography use was “strictly of a strategic nature.”5 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 gunnery 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, 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  of particular technologies, forms, practices, and spaces that have coalesced as “cinema” to forward particular social, economic, and political objectives. 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 context 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 governmental entities to influence the movement of resources, the instrumentalization 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 further 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 facilitating and sustaining the asymmetries of power, resources, and interests that structure the modern world.
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