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Introduction

Popular Culture, War, and
Post—WWII America

Americans now live in a war culture. Since World War 11, the United States
has become the most powerful and extensive military empire the world has
known, with bases and personnel stationed all over the globe.! It has also
become a society whose “economy, its geography, its customs, its fash-
ions, its forms of entertainment, and even its values, have been shaped by
military institutions,” according to cultural anthropologist Roberto Gonzales.?
Whether we realize it or not, nearly every facet of our daily lives is permeated
by what Nick Turse, echoing Eisenhower’s famous farewell speech, calls a
vast “military-corporate complex.””* This includes the products we buy for our
home, the games we play, and the films we watch. In short, according to many
scholars and observers, American culture has become deeply militarized.*

Moreover, war itself has become both chronic and banalized. The histo-
rian Mary Dudziak recently pointed out that it is more accurate to think of
war in America as a constant background activity than as a periodical event,
considering that the United States has been engaged in a continuous series
of small-scale military conflicts in the last century in addition to two world
wars and two major proxy wars.’ Her portrait of permanent war echoes Hardt
and Negri’s claim in Multitudes that war under late capitalism has become
“a general condition: there may be a cessation of hostilities at times and in
certain places, but lethal violence is present as a constant potentiality, ready
always and everywhere to erupt.”® This trend seems to hold even as conven-
tional warfare is being replaced by a heavy reliance on drones and irregular
warfare—such as special forces used for covert operations—so that war is
ongoing but largely invisible.’

War is also ubiquitous in the entertainment industry, with Hollywood
and the new gaming empire playing a particularly important role in war
promotion, rehearsal, and commemoration, though in fact the synergistic
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2 Introduction

relationship between the military and the film industry dates as far back as the
Spanish-American War.® When Theodore Roosevelt took his volunteer regi-
ment of Rough Riders to Cuba in 1898, he took several Vitograph cameramen
with him, and the film they released, which was staged after the battle, titled
Fighting with Our Boys in Cuba, was a huge hit with the American public.’
Since then war has remained a staple of the Hollywood movie and other
forms of commercial art including television programs, series, comic books,
and video games. War lends itself well as content for an exciting cultural
product, but only if it is edited for moral clarity, heroic identification, and
satisfying closure. Not surprisingly, after more than a century of selective
and sanitized depictions of war in cinema and other commercial artforms, it
is commonplace in the United States to believe that war is inevitable, inher-
ent to human nature, an effective rite of passage, a reliable test of mettle, and
sometimes even a thrilling adventure. Not even seventy years of real military
stalemates, defeats and intractable quagmires have been able to undermine
the myth of war as it is peddled in Hollywood and beyond.

One of the aims of this book is to show how these ideas and attitudes about
war have been shaped by several narrative formulas that play a key role in
American popular culture, and especially in Hollywood cinema. The two
most important of these storytelling formulas are melodrama and adventure,
and we will be looking also at horror. Sometimes known as “genres,” they
are actually broad cultural formulas for organizing stories and choreographing
audience reception. Both are familiar as terms to most people, often associ-
ated with nineteenth-century literature or low-brow culture (stories either for
women or for children, respectively), yet as storytelling paradigms they are
just as popular and powerful as ever. We tend to recognize the operations of
genre only when they don’t quite work on us: for instance, nineteenth-century
melodrama is obvious to us because it seems clunky and heavy-handed, such
as the lachrymose death of Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), which
now strikes most readers as corny and overdone. When a narrative structure is
functioning the way it is meant to, however, as it does in much contemporary
cultural production, it is difficult to perceive because we are immersed in the
narrative and not noticing what Edgar Allan Poe called “the wheels and pin-
1ons—the tackle for scene-shifting—the step-ladders and demon-traps—the
cock’s feathers, the red paint and the black patches, which . . . constitute the
properties of the literary histrio.”'° In other words, most of the time we simply
do not see the structures and devices that render a story interesting, effective,
and/or realistic. The purpose of this study is to show how these two powerful
narrative forms—melodrama and adventure—have shaped many of the most
important stories about war that we have told ourselves in the decades since
World War II. In addition, it will show how the third aesthetic mode of hor-
ror, which is inherently anti-war and can demystify and sabotage the positive
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(i.e., war-promoting) impact of adventure and melodrama, has instead been
increasingly used together with and in the service of the first two genres.

I begin with one of the most ambiguous but enduring and influential
images to emerge from the last world war: Joseph Rosenthal’s famous photo
of the flag-raising on Iwo Jima. The impact of this one image cannot be
overstated, and yet its meaning is as unstable as the sands on that remote
archipelago. Locating one major fount of its power in the dramatic (and
melodramatic'') situation which it symbolized, namely, the unexpected and
prolonged slaughter of thousands of Marines, I trace its principal incarnations
from the original photo to the subsequent John Wayne movie, Sands of Iwo
Jima (1949), the Marine Corps Monument, the provocative Tony Curtis film
about flag-raiser Ira Hayes, The Outsider (1961), and finally the controversial
Edward Kienholz installation, The Portable War Memorial (1968)."? In fol-
lowing the various iterations of this image in postwar decades, I can show
both the power and the malleability of melodrama. For a more recent example
of war melodrama, I examine the book and film versions of John Bradley’s
Flags of Our Fathers (2000)." To explain the genre of adventure as it applies
to war, I focus on the book and film versions of Robin Moore’s The Green
Berets (1965) as well as Michael Herr’s book Dispatches (1977) and the
Dutch documentary made with Herr’s help in 2001, First Kill."* T also look
at the successful Clint Eastwood film, American Sniper (2014), which—as of
2020, when this manuscript goes to press—holds the record for the highest-
grossing war film of all time." Finally, to demonstrate the critical potential
of horror, I turn to the book and film versions of Gustav Hasford’s The Short-
Timers (1979; made into Full Metal Jacket by Stanley Kubrick in 1987), and
its little-known sequel, The Phantom Blooper (1990).'° These texts allow me
to lay bare the mechanisms by which war is normalized and made appealing,
but also the occasional use of these genres to challenge dominant values and
perceptions of war. Close readings of the written and visual language of the
various texts allow me to tease out their richness and complexity, the ways
in which they transcend their main narrative structures and permit different
readers to find a range of meanings and experiences as they encounter them.
This play of possible reading experiences, however, does not significantly
lessen the impact of their main generic strategies, nor does it attenuate the
cumulative danger that such ultimately pro-war cultural products pose to our
society and future.

TIMEFRAME AND TERMINOLOGY

I start with World War II because this is when the militarization of American
society began in earnest and the “soft power” of the entertainment industry
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started to be applied in the service of the military to a degree never seen
before.'” The Allied victory left the United States with a vastly expanded fed-
eral government and global military presence.'® While the latter shrank in the
immediate postwar years from its vast World War II network, the Cold War
ensured its continuing existence and growth in subsequent decades. In fact,
the cult of the infantryman—the figure around which American militarism
would be organized for the next half century—begins with the production
of Hollywood films in support of the war effort as of 1943, with films like
Bataan and Guadalcanal Diary."” In recent decades, other military services,
such as the Special Forces (“Green Berets”) in the 1960s, Navy pilots in
the “Top Gun” era of the 1980s, and in the last decade Navy SEALS, have
captured the public imagination. The soldier-hero, however, whether Marine,
“grunt,” or Special Forces agent, is never simply an individual like any other;
instead, the soldier is always a representative American, his military body a
synecdoche of the American national body. As Hermann Kappelhoff puts it
in a recent study, “The Hollywood war film . . . is oriented to a form of col-
lectivity that can be understood as an affective basis of the political,” and the
individual soldier is always the “face” of that collectivity.?® This is why com-
bat narratives are never simply stories of particular experiences and events—
they always carry larger national and ideological significance—especially
when soldiers are shown to suffer and die.

Thus, an even more specific aim of this book is to confront an issue that is
at the core of war discourse, but rarely its explicit focus—namely, death in
combat. The status of death in discussions of war is basically that of an open
secret—both obvious and occulted, too apparent to need recalling and yet
rarely examined in full. Combat death is a subject freighted with many centu-
ries, even millennia, of cultural and symbolic baggage—heir to both classical
and modern traditions of heroic martyrdom. It is also, arguably, a uniquely
modern concept, in its current form at least, arising with the nation state and
the citizen-soldier, and developing with nineteenth-century romantic nation-
alism which attributed great generative powers to “the fallen.”*!

This book is particularly concerned with the power and passion circulating
around the idea of military death.?” T will be arguing that combat death is a
highly charged and emotionally ambivalent concept, far more so than litera-
ture and film scholars are able to account for with their conventional tools.
For one thing, it has the potential to fuel convincing denunciations of milita-
rism, since death is generally considered in our scientific and secular culture
as a misfortune to be avoided at all costs. Bodily injury and death are thus
important features of anti-war rhetoric and narrative. More often, however,
combat death is represented as an event of great generative and even redemp-
tive power. The religious undertones of the term “redemptive” here are no
accident. The language of combat death generally tilts toward a religious
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register, starting with the word most frequently used to describe such deaths:
sacrifice. Derived from the Latin sacer (holy, sacred) and facio (do, make),
the word sacrifice means “to make sacred.”

When applied to the death of a soldier in combat, sacrifice implies that
death has an agency of some kind, that is, it makes something sacred. But what
does it act upon? The first and the most obvious answer is: the cause served
by his death, namely, the nation and the community/collectivity for which it
stands. This is what Abraham Lincoln invokes in “The Gettysburg Address”
when he says that Union soldiers gave their lives so that their “nation might
live” and this is also the tacit but unmistakable point of placing a national
flag on the soldier’s coffin at military funerals, then folding it and giving it
to the soldier’s family in exchange, as it were, for his or her life. As Carolyn
Marvin and David Ingle explain this custom in their sociological examination
of modern national sacrifice, Blood Sacrifice and the Nation (1999), the sol-
dier’s body and the flag for which he or she died become symbolically fused
in death.” In this mysterious transaction, the flag—as embodied symbol of
the nation—acquires the emotional charge of the soldier’s death, while the
dead soldier is ritually integrated into the timeless and transcendent sphere in
which the nation allegedly exists (according to nationalist rhetoric, which is
suffused with the mystical language of transcendental concepts like “always”
and “forever”).”* Thus, another answer to the question of “what becomes
sacred?” is: the dead soldier him- or herself.*® This of course adds greatly to
the enchantment and allure of the idea of self-sacrifice, especially when nar-
rated with the added embellishments of melodrama, which mediates between
sacred and secular forms of redemption. In a class-bound capitalist society
where social mobility is highly restricted and few experiences offer any sat-
isfying sense of authenticity and larger meaning, the prospect of being seen
as a warrior—or revered as a fallen hero—possesses as much fascination as
it did in any earlier warrior society.

Before going any further, a few words about my own lexical and concep-
tual toolbox. Many of the terms I use come from contemporary sociology,
anthropology, and religious studies, and they are not necessarily transpar-
ent to humanities scholars and students nor to lay readers. I have turned
to concepts such as “emotional charge” and “ritual” because I have found
they offer purchase on problems that otherwise remain difficult to address
in film and literature scholarship and even Cultural Studies, such as the
intensely affective relationship between nationalism and combat narratives,
the ritualistic status and emotional power of the flag in visual media, and
the dense rhetorical and ideological operations around combat death in texts
of all kinds.

For similar reasons, I have found the terms “enchantment” and ‘“dis-
enchantment” particularly useful. The latter term, of course, comes from
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Max Weber’s thesis about the “rationalization and intellectualization” of
the modern world, which can be taken to mean the loss of sacredness and
of a sense of a “supra-personal realm” as capitalism, bureaucracy and sci-
ence have gained ascendance.?® This is the backdrop against which modern
longings for transcendence and moral meaning—from Romanticism, to
nineteenth-century spiritualism and to twentieth-century fascism—have
been understood.?’

Weber also wrote the most eloquent account I have found of what I call
the “enchantment” of combat death: “war does something to the warrior
which, in its concrete meaning, is unique: it makes him experience a con-
secrated meaning of death which is characteristic only of death in war.”?
This sentence is interesting not only for its affirmation of combat death as
a religious experience—"“consecrated” and unique—but in the repetition
of the word “meaning” where Weber attempts to describe the way combat
death resists the disenchantment characteristic of the rest of modernity. In
defiance of the moral and existential void that humanity faces in the wake
of religion’s declining influence on modern culture, death in battle offers
the enviable conviction, according to Weber, that the soldier is “dying ‘for’
something.” In fact, the “problem of the ‘meaning’ of death does not even
occur to him.”” Weber wrote this in 1915, at the beginning of World War I
and at the height of the era that George Mosse sees as defined by the “myth of
the war experience.”* Although Weber’s confident claim that combat death
is both meaningful and consecrated can be linked to his German nationalism,
his description of it here offers a good account of the mystique of military
martyrdom as it continues to exert its seductive aura in American popular
culture. That aura and the narratives that help reanimate it anew for each
successive generation since World War II to the present are one of the main
concerns of this book.

Sarah Cole has recently revived the terms “enchantment” and “disenchant-
ment” in her incisive study of violence in high modernist texts, demonstrat-
ing the long literary tradition of each of these categories.’! Cole calls them
respective “theories of violence,” each serving as locus for a “potent political
imaginary, including feminist and antimilitarism stances” for disenchant-
ment and “nationalist ideals and a language of elevated militarism” for the
rhetoric of enchantment.* Each also “helped to structure the literary output
of the modernist years,” in Cole’s account, and I will extend this argument to
demonstrate that they help structure the representation of war violence more
generally.* Cole’s descriptions of each term are particularly forceful and
concise. “To enchant,” she proposes, “is to imbue the violent experience with
symbolic and cultural potency.” To disenchant, she continues, “is to refuse
that structure, to insist on the bare, forked existence of the violated being,
bereft of symbol.”3*
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In concrete terms, the rhetoric of disenchantment focuses on the “violated
body,” while the rhetoric of enchantment “relies primarily on metaphors of
growth and germination; [and] it steers as clear of the violated body as it
can.”® The first claim will sound familiar to anyone who has come across the
idea that war is a form of renewal or rejuvenation for a society; it can easily
be recognized, for instance, in Richard Slotkin’s influential thesis that one of
America’s founding myths is that of “regeneration through violence.”*® The
second claim—that enchantment always steers clear of the violated body—no
longer holds, in my view. Since the rehabilitation of World War II in the wake
of Vietnam War films and their unprecedented violence, enchantment actu-
ally often uses the spectacle of injured and suffering bodies as a basis for its
emotional and rhetorical force.’” One only needs to think of Spielberg’s ultra-
violent but ultimately patriotic and hagiographic Saving Private Ryan (1998)
to see how graphic depictions of injury can be folded into and ideologically
neutralized by an ultimately pro-war narrative (as when the film settles into a
familiar mix of adventure and melodrama after the horrific opening scenes).®

Another interpretive framework that I have borrowed from sociology and
political science is the work on Civil Religion that has emerged in recent
years.” The most important of these studies is Marvin and Ingle’s Blood
Sacrifice and the Nation: Totem Rituals and the American Flag, which
focuses on blood sacrifice—generally death in war—as the primary national
ritual of collective cohesion. Arguing that a willingness to die for one’s group
is the most important condition for a group’s survival, Marvin and Ingle
explain how collective victimization works to powerfully secure a group’s
sense of identity and loyalty. In order to examine this phenomenon, Marvin
and Ingle use the notion of “Civil Religion” but repurpose it from being
primarily based on text and discourse, as it was in Robert Bellah’s influen-
tial essay on the subject in 1968, to being grounded in anthropological and
sociological concepts such as ritual, the sacred and the profane, and totem
power.* Applying these terms to American history and society, Marvin and
Ingle develop a tool with considerable traction for understanding the role of
the flag, the relative impact of wars such as World War II or the Vietnam War
on national cohesion, and the status of military service and death in American
culture.

Finally, the main argument of this book is that three major narrative modes
have shaped the representation of war death in American culture since 1945:
melodrama, adventure, and horror (focusing, respectively, on dying, kill-
ing, and witnessing death). These three terms do not by any means exhaust
the rhetorical and aesthetic modes in which combat death can be narrated
but they do represent three of the most important and common ways in
which it is done. It is essential to understand how these three modes operate
because the generic and formulaic aspects of war narrative tend to be grossly
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underestimated. Instead, war narratives and films are usually discussed exclu-
sively in terms of realism and verisimilitude. Every war film and war memoir
boasts of its fidelity to the truth, its ability to plunge readers into the midst of
war and to recreate “what it was really like,” and ever since Saving Private
Ryan we have had the somewhat gruesome convention of spraying the cam-
era lens with blood to suggest that the viewer, who tacitly identifies with the
camera, is really in the thick of the battle.*!

In short, the basic premise of the war film is to pretend to approximate war
itself for the viewer while providing a safe and aestheticized version of it,
complete with music, editing, and narrative closure. As James Jones’s char-
acter Bell in The Thin Red Line muses bitterly: “In a movie or a novel they
would dramatize and build to the climax of the attack. When the attack came
in the film or novel, it would be satisfying. It would decide something. It
would have a semblance of meaning.” Instead, as Jones tries to establish that
The Thin Red Line is more “realistic” than films and other war novels, Bell
observes that “here there was no semblance of meaning . . . nothing had been
decided, no one had learned anything. But most important of all, nothing had
ended.”* And yet, the novel does end, after several ferocious battles, with the
main characters more experienced—*“blooded”—and being taken away from
Guadalcanal, veterans all, having been tested in battle and survived. Jones
may have thought he was writing an anti-war-novel novel, and he denounces
war films as falsely coherent, but ultimately his own concern with realism
is fully conventional for the war novel and part of its perverse appeal. The
touches of horror he includes do not necessarily discourage readers from
imagining themselves as one of the surviving protagonists. To put it another
way, in the words of the veteran-filmmaker Samuel Fuller, there is really “no
way you can portray war realistically, not in a movie or a book.” To give
readers and spectators an idea of what combat is really like, Fuller suggested
in his memoir, you’d have to booby-trap the pages or “shoot at them [view-
ers] every so often from either side of the screen.”*

Instead of knowing the terror and danger of real war, war movie audiences
tend to forget that their watching experience is not even remotely like war.
Emotions are stirred up—suspense, excitement, horror, grief, relief—and
they seem real enough in their safe virtual way. In the 1960s, many young
men—Iike Ron Kovic, author of Born on the Fourth of July—enlisted in the
military believing the war in Vietnam would be like the World War II movies
they had seen.** As Michael Herr wrote ruefully in his memoir, Dispatches: “1
keep thinking about all the kids who got wiped out by seventeen years of war
movies before coming to Vietnam to get wiped out for good.”* In the face of
the tremendous cultural power of war stories and film, this book means to pry
the war genre out of the death-grip of the realism illusion. I hope that after
finishing it, when the reader watches a war film, instead of comparing it to
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some imagined idea of what war must be “really like” (almost always based
on other films or media representations), he or she will be able to recognize
and resist its main rhetorical moves of seduction and glamorization. War
fantasy has become a cultural addiction and the only way to find a cure is to
become a critical viewer instead of an immersed spectator lost in the magic of
righteous violence. The United States, and every other war-dependent nation,
must break the spell of war’s fascination, because the world now needs us to
face other dangers together: climate change, rising oceans, precarious popu-
lations, water shortages, industrial pollution, and epidemics. Understanding
how the pleasures of watching war on screen are rhetorically manufactured
can perhaps help wean us off the real wars currently being waged and prevent
the future conflicts being plotted by right-wing war hawks and industrial arms
manufacturers.

GENRE OR MODE?

A word about the terms “genre” and “mode.” Both are used here to describe
the broad narrative patterns that organize war stories and I often use them
interchangeably. However, a few clarifications are in order. “Genre” is the
narrower term and is best adapted to designating specific groups of texts that
share a historical and cultural context. For instance, the crime novel of the
early twentieth century, focusing on corrupt urban spaces, can be called a
genre. The patterns that concern this book are broader and more transmedial
and transhistorical than mere genres. They are more accurately called modes,
operating across fiction and nonfiction, enduring and evolving over centuries,
and serving as narrative structure or foundation for a wide variety of texts.
The term “mode” has become associated with melodrama mostly through the
work of film scholar Linda Williams, whose study Playing the Race Card:
Melodramas of Black and White from Uncle Tom to O.J. Simpson, traced
the cultural work of melodrama through a range of cultural texts and perfor-
mances from the antebellum stage to O.J. Simpson’s trial. Both “mode” and
the more narrow term “genre” are useful concepts for mediating between
individual texts of films, groups of similar texts or films, and larger sociopo-
litical or socio-epistemological issues. They are useful above all because they
help us understand what texts and films do, both in terms of cultural work
and affective cues.*

Although this book looks at a wide range of war-related material from the
last sixty years, much of my study is focused on film and popular culture.
This is because commercial films have been particularly instrumental in
shaping the highly militaristic culture that America has become. According
to Andrew Martin, “Popular culture in the United States is where war comes
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from and where it is made possible—even desirable—and it is where it ends
up, as the lived experience of war is fed back to us in displaced forms and nar-
ratives.” This has been true since the early days of the American Republic,
when the Revolutionary War was filtered through the popular stage in pro-
ductions such as The Contrast (1787, written by Royall Tyler), and it has
become even more important since the invention of cinema.*® As Eric Fattor
has documented in American Empire and the Arsenal of Entertainment, spec-
tacle and popular narrative have been instrumental in the securing of popular
support for imperial dominance on the world stage both abroad and at home,
first in England in the nineteenth century and then in the United States in the
twentieth.* This deployment of “soft power” (see note 17) has been done
through various forms of popular entertainment, including songs, world fairs,
posters, television, and, most effectively of all, commercial cinema.

Fattor’s work brings to mind Frederic Jameson’s influential theory in The
Political Unconscious (1981) that popular genres mask and imaginatively
resolve social contradictions. For Jameson, the work of much popular culture
is to offer emotionally compelling narratives that confer meaning, coherence,
and closure in compensatory ways to real problems present in the social sys-
tem. Thus, the relationship of cultural artifacts to social reality is two-sided
in that they both engage with it and distort it. As a result, the cultural text can
be read as both a symptom and a denial of social contradictions.” In the case
of war narratives, the contradiction at the heart of the genre is the fact that
war death in a modern secular society can never be anything except tragic at
best, a meaningless waste at worst. As one scholar observes, there is a “funda-
mental antagonism” between “liberal political society” and military service,
which requires that the individual sacrifice their interests and even their life
to the community.”® Moreover, since the end of World War II, America’s
wars have mostly been unsuccessful attempts at shoring up its ideological or
commercial interests. None have been truly defensive or necessary and so the
many lives lost in pursuing them can arguably be regarded as having been lost
in vain (though it is all but taboo to say so). Even many of the military deaths
of WWII were not strictly speaking “necessary,” though of course this type
of morbid calculation is always fraught with retrospective bias. The effect of
almost all forms of popular culture in relation to war is to camouflage these
facts with either the moral occult of melodrama or the compensatory plea-
sures of adventure.

Nevertheless, because of the contradictions on which they are based, and
because of the polysemic nature of narrative, language, and culture itself, cul-
tural artifacts are never entirely coherent and seamless and the work of fan-
tasy is never entirely successful and complete. There are always resistances,
detectable silences, ambiguities, and counter-narratives available in a text,
as I will demonstrate. Paradoxically, these moments of complexity are often
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the sources of a text’s greatest power, because they create complications and
dilemmas that are the essence of art as a critical cultural practice as opposed
to mere entertainment. Nevertheless, the main impact of much of these texts
will be seen to work 1in the direction of bolstering dominant political tenden-
cies and more generally, the re-enchantment of war. The point of this book is
to examine how they do that and what are the rhetorical means by which war
can be disenchanted.

“Emotion” and “affect” are key terms in this study. Although the recent
turn to Affect Theory has sought to establish important distinctions between
subjective emotion and more depersonalized and social affect, the cultural
objects examined in this book tend to undermine such clear separations. The
whole point of popular genres and popular culture is to negotiate between the
individual and the mass audience, channeling individuals into larger social
and ideological formations which are shaped and rendered attractive largely
through carefully choreographed emotional experiences.’* This is the cultural
work of melodrama, which produces sympathy, identification and thrills, as
well as of adventure, which produces pleasure, suspense, and excitement
around violent action, and finally, of the horror mode, which produces shock
and unease around the spectacle of violated bodies. Often, all three can co-
exist within the same cultural object but each pull in a different direction
and my goal in this book is to help readers and viewers to disentangle them
in order to gain critical perspective and leverage on these powerful cultural
narratives.

Thus, I am interested both in subjective emotions and the structures
of feeling (to borrow Raymond Williams’ influential term™) that provide
frameworks for these emotions. Brian Massumi’s recent work on affect
focuses on the potential affordances of media experiences, and is particularly
attentive to the lack of fixity in the way media positions us affectively—in
other words, to the unpredictable and indeterminate aspects of this influence.
Massumi observes something that is crucial to my focus here: media events
channel individual subjectivities, “snapping us to attention together, and
correlating out diversity” even as “we each are taken into the event from a
different angle.”>* In other words, popular culture and media products have a
powerfully synchronizing effect, which is why “soft power” can be consid-
ered a form of social control, even though any analysis of a text’s dominant
mode or structuring logic does not exhaust the possibilities of its reception
and effect on individual subjects. These, as well as any potential meanings
generated by the text, can fall outside and even work against the framework
that organizes the text and its rhetorical thrust. Nevertheless, melodrama,
adventure, and horror are all “body genres,” in Linda Williams’ influential
term, meaning they are forms which work first and foremost on the body and
emotions, eliciting and choreographing feelings of pity, fear, excitement,
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relief, sorrow, pleasure, and so on, which occur in our bodies as much or
even more than in our cognitive apprehension of the story (though admittedly
cognitive scientists would probably argue such a distinction between mind
and body is misleading).% It is impossible to entirely disentangle the social,
textual, public, and private dimensions of these effects and it is not important
to my project to do so. Instead, what matters is how narrative mode works
as a complex interface between the social and the subjective, the ideological
and the individual, and how cultural objects invite and shape shared emo-
tional experiences.

MELODRAMA, ADVENTURE, HORROR

Of the three forms that I will examine, melodrama has been the most exten-
sively researched. Since the 1970s, a large body of scholarship has developed
and completely changed the way this term is used in the humanities. Once
a fairly loose term signaling disapproval, it has become (thanks to schol-
ars like Peter Brooks, Jane Tompkins, Linda Williams, Christine Gledhill,
Thomas Elsaesser, and Ben Singer’®) a subject of considerable academic
interest and respect. Brooks’ early study, The Melodramatic Imagination,
and Jane Tompkins’s work on sentimental novels of the nineteenth century,
in Sensational Designs, helped to destigmatize melodrama and uncover
the important cultural work it performs.”” Linda Williams has influentially
argued that melodrama is the dominant form of American popular culture
and a perpetually modernizing form.® Williams describes melodrama as a
narrative form whose purpose is to organize “sympathy for the sufferings of
the virtuous.” In other words, creating sympathy, pity, and/or sympathetic
identification with a virtuous victim is the main mechanism of melodrama
as a narrative device. A “key function” of this identification with a victim
is to “orchestrate the moral legibility crucial to the mode.” Following the
earlier conclusions of Peter Brooks, Williams sees moral legibility as one
of the main objectives of melodrama, offering audiences the satisfaction of
discerning virtue and villainy from the moral ambiguities that characterize
secular modernity. In short, gradually recognizing the moral identity of the
protagonists is a crucial aspect of the pleasures of melodrama.

Most U.S. war films are predominantly melodramatic in their depiction of
soldiers as victims, often young, often scared, always vulnerable. Melodrama
thrives in the naturally Manichean conditions that combat conventionally cre-
ates, at least when it is narrated, with a clear enemy and a clear sense of empa-
thy for “our” soldiers. Although moral ambiguity is often present in real war
situations, melodrama in popular narrative orchestrates moral legibility and
works hand in hand with the ideology of sacrifice to position protagonists as



Introduction 13

innocent and virtuous victims. Melodrama seeks to find meaning and agency
in suffering, especially in death, and, therefore, lends itself well to the logic
of military self-sacrifice, which also attributes great power and agency to sol-
diers’ deaths. This is why melodrama, like military ideology, tends to render
sacrificial death highly attractive despite the accent on suffering. Melodrama
works to fold this suffering and death into a larger narrative that offers both
sense and value to experiences that normally are considered either tragic or
terrible. Like military ideology, melodrama promises to attribute recognition,
appreciation, and importance to the individual’s death. As a result, melo-
drama functions as an enchanting mode, lending potency and value to the
trope of military death.

The other highly enchanting mode of narrative war is adventure. This is a
form that arguably dates back to the earliest accounts of heroes and legend-
ary warriors, but that has assumed a more specific role in modernity. These
are stories that focus on excitement, overcoming danger, and the pleasures of
violence wielded successfully against natural or human antagonists. The core
of this mode is a fantasy of victory over death, both in terms of warding off
one’s own death but also in taking the life of other, hostile, and dangerous
beings. The adventure hero discovers his own taste or talent for lethal vio-
lence, whether it comes reluctantly or enthusiastically, and is transformed by
it. Many adventure narratives are also coming of age stories, or some varia-
tion on the rite of passage.

In fact, the classical narrative of military experience is an adventure story
describing a boy becoming a man. This is the case in stories as different as the
semi-ironic novel The Red Badge of Courage (1895), the earnest biographi-
cal film To Hell and Back (1955), and the disillusioned Vietnam War movie
Platoon (1986).° The adventure narrative does not shy away from the vio-
lence and sufferings of combat, but it focuses on the emotions of excitement
and intensity rather than pathos and sympathy. At the end, the protagonist
is depicted as somehow transformed for the better, more complete, having
achieved manhood, and, even more importantly, recognition of his manhood.
Adventure is as close to a universal human narrative as one can find (one can
think of Joseph Campbell and his work on “the hero’s journey”®'), focusing
on risk, exploration of the unknown, and growth and triumph, and it is not
inherently a reactionary form. Nevertheless, adventure became in the nine-
teenth century the principal genre of colonial exploration and conquest, the
background for tales of white male encounters with irredeemable and savage
Others. Since then adventure has remained the most potent argument for
military experience for generations of young men who enlist in order to test
their mettle in exotic war zones portrayed as frontiers between civilization
and savagery, and it has become the most common mode structuring military-
themed video games and Hollywood war films.
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Finally, the third form that will be explored in this book is what I call
horror. If melodrama is about dying and adventure is about killing, horror is
about witnessing the violence and violation of the body that happens in war.
Horror is closely linked to irony and is inherently a demystifying, disenchant-
ing mode of representation. It focuses on the disillusionment of adventurous
and noble/melodramatic depictions of war when the reality of bodily injury
is finally witnessed. Sometimes called “Battlefield Gothic,” the horror mode
1s concerned with the human body reduced to its thing-like, meat-like, fleshy,
and fragile aspect.®> War horror focuses on torn limbs, punctured skin enve-
lopes, and the inside of the body being exposed to the horrified gaze of the
witness. In terms of narrative and theme, it focuses on the gap between offi-
cial or idealized versions of war, and the messy reality of what soldiers find
themselves living.

Although inherently disenchanting, war horror can be harnessed into adven-
ture or melodrama by being used only for moments, or as texture, on an aes-
thetic level, instead of being allowed to control the larger arc of the narrative.
The most notable example of such a case in recent memory is Saving Private
Ryan, where the horror is contained within a few key segments and ultimately
used in the service of generating melodramatic pathos. The larger narrative
of Saving Private Ryan is a combination of melodrama (the pathos-producing
and high-impact death of Captain Miller) and adventure (the coming-of-age
of Ryan and other key characters). Yet the film is often remembered for its
sensational use of horror during the initial Normandy landing scene, pushing
the envelope as far as any film had up to then, allowing the main character
and audience to witness horrifying injury and madness-inducing scenes only
to then gradually be enfolded back into a larger narrative of good soldiers
outsmarting deceptive and evil enemies. Saving Private Ryan works hard to
counteract the anti-war potential of that first scene, and much of the power
of the film comes from the tension between the opening scene and the rest of
the narrative.

In recent decades, it has become nearly impossible for a war film to forego
some use of war horror to establish its credibility as realistic, and many
follow the example of Saving Private Ryan in their heavy-handed use of
the other two genres to counter-balance their horror moments. One striking
exception was the recent Dunkirk (2017), which pulled back from this trend,
opting for a PG-13 version of World War II which almost entirely eschewed
horror in favor of melodrama and adventure.®® Though hailed as realistic and
fact-based, Dunkirk is essentially a throwback to the propagandistic form
of war films popularized during WWII, celebrating grit, stoicism, and quiet
defiance in the face of danger. While all these qualities are important and
valuable in themselves, when they are packaged into a war story with little
acknowledgment of the horrors of war, the result is a glorifying depiction
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that sets the stage for young men to keep enlisting and thirsting for combat.
A slightly different criticism may be made of Sam Mendes’ 1917 (2019).%
While Mendes does not shy away from horror, and while there are plenty of
maimed and dead bodies on screen, the final structure of the film also resolves
into an adventure story in which the surviving protagonist accomplishes his
mission (at least partly, since he arrives slightly late) and can know that he
has done his part bravely and well. For all the gore and horror and absurdity
depicted in the film, there is enough noble purpose, heroic accomplishment
and peer recognition to make many young men want to be the exhausted hero
at the end. Thus, 71917 simply updates the formula (a brutal but enticing mix
of horror and adventure, with a dash of melodrama when another important
character dies) perfected by Saving Private Ryan.

WRITING ABOUT WAR

My own fascination with this topic comes from having personally experi-
enced the collective madness that occurred in the United States around the
first Gulf War in 1991. As a graduate student at the University of California,
Irvine, which serves an area that includes the El Toro military base and is
located not far from Camp Pendleton, I was teaching undergraduate students
who often had family members in the military or even deployed in the Gulf.
During class discussions, they would insist that any criticism or question of
the war was tantamount to wishing harm on their loved ones. Only full sup-
port of the war could protect them. The tortured logic by which the desire
to keep military personnel out of harm’s way caused them injury while sup-
porting their military engagement in a foreign war could keep them safe was
perplexing to say the least. Yet, my students were not the only ones to be
persuaded by what appeared to me as magical thinking, double-speak and
denial.®® The entire country, or at least the entire commercial media, seemed
similarly affected.

A decade later, when I read war correspondent Chris Hedges’ argument
that war is like a drug or an “enticing elixir” because “it gives us resolve, a
cause,” I recognized the symptoms that had gripped the country in 1991: a
collective war intoxication.® In his experiences as a journalist covering wars
in several countries, Hedges had seen how war affects people and societies,
and specifically the way magical thinking and “mythic reality” take over, pro-
ducing simplistic and absolute truths: the enemy is evil, “we must vanquish
darkness . . . It is imperative and inevitable for civilization, for the free world,
that good triumph.” According to Hedges, the myth of war is that it has been
thrust upon us, that we are forced to make war in order to protect ourselves
and the world, and that a more just world will be the result. And “the myth
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of war sells and legitimates the drug of war,” Hedges writes.®” His rhetoric is
dramatic but corresponds to what I saw happen with my own eyes in 1991 and
again in 2003. The rapidity with which the American public can be mobilized
to war was terrifying. Michael Billig addresses this issue in his study of what
he calls “banal nationalism,” or the invisible but ubiquitous nature of con-
temporary nationalism in the United States, all the more potent for seeming
natural and unremarkable. Despite their seeming latency, Billig observes, the
forces of nationalism and war can be awakened “without lengthy campaigns
of political preparation.”® This is because they are constantly rehearsed and
recharged with symbolic and emotional force in our entertainment industry
and have been since the end of World War II.

In writing a critical study of the representations of war and militarism, I
do not mean to criticize individuals who are members of the military. On
the contrary, I would like to help keep them safe by dismantling some of the
magical thinking and denial that accumulates around war. Many people in the
United States enlist out of a heartfelt desire to participate in a greater good
and to feel part of a larger community—Ilongings that have little outlet in our
highly individualistic and consumption-oriented society. Many people who
have found a sense of purpose and community, even family, in the military
feel far removed from the values of civilian society, while many civilians
continue to see servicemen and women in highly ambivalent terms. For
instance, stereotypes of soldiers as naive or brainwashed—and of veterans
as damaged and dangerous—abound in popular culture alongside images
of them as heroic or admirable. This ambivalence stretches back through
American war literature as far as the American Revolution and is probably
a universal feature of the role of the warrior as someone defined by his (and
now, her) relationship to death, as both killer and willing sacrifice (or poten-
tially dupe). This study examines how this ambivalence is created and chan-
neled in the texts that have shaped American war culture.

Finally, a word about war itself. As I said at the beginning, many people
believe war is natural and inevitable, a part of the human condition, like self-
awareness. Even people who hate war and want to prevent it think this. At the
beginning of Slaughterhouse Five, his brilliant and devastating World War
IT novel, veteran author Kurt Vonnegut reports a friend asking him, “Why
don’t you write an anti-glacier book instead?” He comments on this: “What
he meant, of course, was that there would always be wars, that they as easy to
stop as glaciers. I believe that, too.”® I do not. Hobbes’ famous notion of the
war of all against all in a “state of nature” is a metaphor that has been taken
far too seriously.” If one stops and looks around one’s own life, we notice
that violence is relatively rare and occurs for specific reasons. Sociological
studies based on empirical research corroborate this fact. Most people avoid
conflict and avoid violence whenever possible. As Sinisa MaleSevi¢ writes,
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“violence is neither a result of innate aggressiveness nor of externally induced
‘social ills’ but is something that requires intensive social action.””! In other
words, violence is not a natural behavior of solitary individuals but deeply
embedded in social processes.

Furthermore, the claim that all societies engage in warfare is patently
untrue. The anthropologist Douglas Fry has done comparative research on
hundreds of societies across the globe and found “over seventy nonwarring
cultures.”’? I myself now live in Switzerland, a country that has not engaged
in war for over two hundred years (actually, more like four hundred if
you count only foreign wars). Evolutionary psychology has also recently
mustered increasing evidence that human evolution is highly dependent on
reciprocal trust, altruism, and cooperation, rather than competition, domi-
nation, and exploitation, as advocates of the man-as-warrior ethos would
have it.”

In fact, many sociologists and researchers have concluded that warfare is
not so much a natural or primitive human trait as it is a product of relatively
recent development developments in human social evolution—especially
the accumulation of wealth and the sharp division of society according to
gender difference. MaleSevi¢ goes further and suggests that it is “modernity
that requires and provides a really elaborate and full justification of violent
action.”” Other scholars have echoed this theory.” Certainly the wars of the
twentieth century offer evidence of a tight correlation between the most mod-
ern states and a capacity for the most vicious and extensive violence.

In the United States, which has been at war almost continuously since its
foundation (if we include its genocidal conflicts with Native Americans—and
why wouldn’t we?—and its many covert military actions and occupations
in the last century), war really seems to be a permanent condition even if
the public is not always aware of it. Causes of U.S. wars are a complex
configuration of factors, including geopolitical policy, economic interests,
pressure from what Nick Turse calls the “military-corporate complex,” the
twin national ideologies of exceptionalism and expansionism (i.e., the need
for constant growth), the myth of the war experience (in its various guises),
gender dynamics and the instability of the category of masculinity (which
seeks affirmation through trials), and the ever-problematic politics of race (in
both the ordinary sense of the word, referring to people “of color,” and in the
Foucaultian sense of the word, as part of the modern biopolitical organiza-
tion of the world).” In addition, we should remember—as was discussed ear-
lier—the fact that American popular culture has been selling war as exciting
and meaningful for over a century. Veterans return from wars and some try
to demystify and disenchant it by denouncing the lies of popular culture, but
the war and entertainment industries keep casting their spell. I can do nothing
about many of the interests and reasons that keep the United States waging
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war, but this book can potentially help readers decode some of the narrative
forms through which this black magic is worked.

Chapter 1 focuses on melodrama and the cultural politics of dying for
one’s country. The national icon at the heart of the chapter is the photograph
by Joe Rosenthal, of Marines (and a Navy corpsman) planting a flag on Mt.
Suribachi, Iwo Jima, in 1945. By carefully unpacking both the image and its
reception context, I argue that its enduring iconic power is grounded in the
circumstances of its production and original reception, the most important
feature of which is the background of mass death against which the image
was taken and transmitted. After discussing the battle itself and recent revela-
tions about its causes and lack of clear purpose, I take a close look at Sands of
Iwo Jima (1949), the highly melodramatic film that commemorated that battle
more effectively for American audiences, and which elevated John Wayne
to military hero status by associating him with it. I also discuss the Marine
Memorial version of the flag-raising image, which transformed the photo into
a massive sculpture that now stands in Arlington Cemetery.

Chapter 2 continues with a focus on the Iwo Jima photograph but examines
two demystifying and disenchanting adaptations of this influential image:
Delbert Mann’s The Outsider (1961) and Edward Kienholz’s Portable War
Memorial 1968). Both works—one a film and the other a multimedia installa-
tion—take the flag-raising as a point of departure for a subversive and critical
look at American culture. I call this chapter “Melodrama Queered” because
the film is explicitly (as explicitly as was possible in 1961) about same-sex
love, while the installation is about questioning normative American values
in the Vietnam era and finding them dangerously inadequate to the task of
keeping the country viable as a society. Both use melodrama to choreograph
the emotional impact of their artwork, and both put the flag-raising in the ser-
vice of an interrogation of mainstream values that I would call either literally
or figuratively queer.

Chapter 3 examines the status and cultural trajectory of the Rosenthal photo
at the turn of the twenty-first century. It focuses mainly on James Bradley’s
memoir, Flags of Our Fathers (2000), and the eponymous Clint Eastwood
film version of it released in 2006. I show in this chapter how the photo
participates in the larger re-vitalization of World War II in American cul-
ture following the dampening effects of the Vietnam War. As the “Vietnam
Syndrome” was supposedly put to rest by the war in the Persian Gulf in 1991,
the Hollywood war machine sprang into action in the 1990s and 2000s, reviv-
ing the myth of the “Good War” and redemptive violence. All three chapters
focusing on the Iwo Jima image also explore issues of masculinity in relation
to melodrama.

Chapter 4 shifts to adventure and the aesthetic pleasures of killing for one’s
country. The cultural text at the heart of the chapter is Robin Moore’s book,
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The Green Berets (1965), and the song, film, and subgenre of paramilitary
pulp fiction that it inspired. Like melodrama, adventure is a major cultural
mode, larger than the term “genre” accurately describes, and encompasses a
wide variety of fictional and nonfictional writing. The basic plot of the adven-
ture mode is the journey of a man to a frontier where he encounters death and,
more to the point, learns how to kill. Adventure, which often overlaps with
coming-of-age narratives, is nearly always focused on male protagonists and
1s interwoven with racialist and colonial tropes, situations, and assumptions.
Like melodrama, adventure is inherently an enchanting mode. If the former
enchants by rendering death sacred and meaningful, the latter enchants by
linking killing to pleasure and masculinity.

Chapter 5 also focuses on adventure, tracing its continuing influence on
texts such as Michael Herr’s Dispatches (1977) and the highly success-
ful recent film directed by Clint Eastwood, American Sniper (2014). This
chapter shows how texts that purport to be critical or realistic can also be
fully organized and informed by the conventions of the adventure genre. I
discuss Herr’s acclaimed Vietnam War memoir Dispatches because it has
often been read as a highly original, critical, and even postmodern account
of Herr’s experiences in Vietnam in the late 1960s, but no critic has ever
zeroed in on the main subject matter of Herr’s writing, namely, the fact that
war 1s experienced by many soldiers in terms of pleasure. Herr’s treatment
of this issue is deeply ambivalent, because he finds himself both fascinated
and repelled by what he discovers in Vietnam, especially about himself.
This part of the chapter ends with a look at a 2001 documentary featuring
Michael Herr which tackles this issue head-on, interviewing several veter-
ans who describe the pleasure they felt when they killed. The second part
of this chapter examines another recent film which is heavily influenced by
the adventure mode even though it is based upon the biography of former
Navy SEAL sniper Chris Kyle. American Sniper actualizes the war adven-
ture form for the twenty-first century, adding elements of melodrama and
horror to its hagiographic tale of a hero who is transformed by his talent
for killing.

The sixth chapter turns to the horror mode, which is concerned specifically
with the witnessing of death. Unlike the other two, horror is in principle a dis-
enchanting mode, but it can still be bent into the service of enchantment and
glorification of war. The text at the heart of this chapter is Gustav Hasford’s
The Short-Timers (1979), the novel that was adapted by Stanley Kubrick and
Michael Herr into the film Full Metal Jacket (1987). I show how the horror
mode is instrumental in conveying Hasford’s scathing critique of how the
military trains Marines since World War II, of how the war was being pros-
ecuted in Vietnam, and of American military culture in general. Hasford’s
novel is the darkest, fiercest, and most compassionate work of art to emerge
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from the Vietnam War, and its use of horror is inseparable from its message
about what went wrong in Vietnam and in the United States in general.

The final chapter examines Kubrick’s adaptation of The Short-Timers in
what remains one of the most popular and influential films of the Vietnam
War, Full Metal Jacket, and argues that Kubrick betrayed the novel’s values
and intent by twisting the story into an adventure format. In fact, like many
Hollywood films and iterations of popular culture in general, the film draws
on all three principal rhetorical modes in order to touch as many emotional
and ideological registers as possible in an attempt to appeal to a broad spec-
trum of viewers. The film includes elements both of horror and of melodrama
but its overarching narrative structure is pure adventure, featuring a hero trav-
eling to a dangerous borderland on the edge of civilization and discovering
his talent for killing. By adding sex scenes and an appealing rock soundtrack,
Kubrick transformed the story into a postmodern and ironic, and thereby all
the more attractive, rite-of-passage narrative. Hasford responded to this trav-
esty of his work by writing a sequel to his earlier novel, titled The Phantom
Blooper. The chapter closes with a detailed look at this second book, which
follows the protagonist Joker from the base camp at Khe Sanh (where Short-
Timers had ended) to a Vietnamese village and back to Alabama, focusing
once again on the use of horror to convey Hasford’s now more mature politi-
cal and moral dissection of American militarism.
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Chapter 1

Melodrama, Dying, and the Sacred
The Cult of Iwo Jima

This first chapter is about melodrama in relation to Iwo Jima: the battle, the
famous photo by Joe Rosenthal, the John Wayne film based on it, and the
convergence of military and media interests that created an image of such
emotional and moral force that it has often been called sacred. 1 will also talk
about the Marine Memorial and—in the following two chapters—two other
films made about the flag-raising on Mount Suribachi, namely, The Outsider
(1962) and Flags of Our Fathers (2006).! It is generally agreed that the photo
taken by Joseph Rosenthal of the second flag-raising on February 23, 1945,
is one of the most important images of WWII, and one of the best known and
best loved photos in American history.

What is less well known is the complicated backstory of the battle, specifi-
cally the fact that it may have been a far costlier and more ambiguous victory
than has been long believed. This chapter also probes into the mechanisms by
which the news photo snapped by AP photographer Joseph Rosenthal became
a national icon, notably how its symbolic power was increased by the massive
collective rituals of the 7th War Bond Tour and by the Alan Dwan film, Sands
of Iwo Jima (1949), which transformed John Wayne into a national icon
thanks to its combination of melodrama and what scholars call “flag magic.”
Moreover, I will argue that the emotional power and cultural impact of this
photo cannot be understood without the help of concepts traditionally linked
to the study of religion, such as ritual and the sacred, as well as the narrative
mode known as melodrama.

27
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MELODRAMA, MILITARISM, AND NATIONALISM

Melodrama is the most important genre term relevant to the war narratives
and films produced in the post-WWII era in the United States. Adventure is
a close second, and has arguably gained ascendency in recent decades, espe-
cially if we count war video games, but melodrama is still the main fopos for
narrating combat death of American soldiers and, therefore, indispensable for
any story about war and its costs. This is a term that has had great impact on
American literature and film scholarship, but is still generally misunderstood
by many scholars and the general population, being associated with highly
manipulative and old-fashioned works, often assumed to be aimed exclusively
at female audiences. In American Studies, nineteenth-century sentimental
literature—which is what melodrama still evokes for many people—itself
underwent an important re-evaluation in the 1980s when feminists like Jane
Tompkins began to take seriously the social impact and “cultural work™ of
sentimental novels like Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852).> No longer viewed as
sentimental pap for weak-minded women and children, melodrama began to
be regarded as a complex ideological and aesthetic paradigm for negotiating
women’s agency and countercultural values in a society controlled by men
and capital.

In the related field of comparative literature, Peter Brooks’ study of melo-
drama in Balzac and Henry James, The Melodramatic Imagination (1976),
also contributed to the rehabilitation of the term. In a move against the
critical consensus that saw melodrama as a trivial and debased commercial
form, Brooks located the origins of melodrama in the moment in European
history that marked “the final liquidation of the traditional Sacred and its
representative institutions (Church and Monarch), the shattering of the myth
of Christendom, the dissolution of the organic and hierarchically cohesive
society, and the invalidation of the literary forms—tragedy, comedy of man-
ners—that depended on such a society.” In other words, melodrama emerged
as a response to a world where the traditional moral and epistemological
blueprints had been thrown into question and served as a kind of aesthetic
working-through of these losses. Against the backdrop of the uncertainties
and ambiguities of modernity, melodrama rehearses narratives of moral
disambiguation, the recognition of virtue and villainy, and the pleasures of
a moral mapping of the world (even if plots do not always end happily). In
short, Brooks claimed, melodrama became “‘the principle mode for uncover-
ing, demonstrating, and making operative the essential moral universe in a
post sacred era.”” To put it into the Weberian terms discussed in the introduc-
tion, melodrama emerged as an aesthetic form in reaction to and compensa-
tion for the disenchantment of the world.
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Although many nineteenth-century texts that we associate with melodrama
invoked an explicitly or implicitly religious framework, such as Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), melodrama is not by any means
inherently religious. In fact, while melodrama represents an “urge toward
resacralization,” Brooks argued, it also represents “the impossibility of con-
ceiving sacralization other than in personal terms.”® Instead of a traditional
religious framework, melodrama assumed and endeavored to demonstrate
the existence of a “moral occult,” by which he meant “the domain of spiritual
forces and imperatives that is not clearly visible within reality,” but which
guarantee that human actions and decisions are not occurring in a moral
void.” In a word, the moral occult is the larger meaning or sense of things that
demands to be recognized, and which dwells on a plane—whether it is seen
as spiritual or moral—that transcends the brute physical reality of “naked,
forked” existence. I have lingered on Brooks’ theory of melodrama because
it raises the question of the disenchantment of the world and posits a longing
for re-enchantment.?

Using Brooks’ ideas as point of departure, Linda Williams has argued the
structural core of melodrama is the organization of “sympathy for the suffer-
ings of the virtuous.” (12). Thus, melodrama as a narrative schema needs
a “victim whose visible suffering transmutes into proof of virtue.” And the
“key function” of this “victimization is to orchestrate the moral legibility
crucial to the mode.”'® Like Brooks, Williams sees moral legibility as one of
the main functions of melodrama, offering audiences the pleasure of discern-
ing virtue and villainy from the moral ambiguities that characterize secular
modernity. Williams has also suggested that melodrama is “the best, and most
accurate, description of the serious narrative and iconic work performed by
popular American mass culture.”!' Seeing it as a mode that informs a range
of specific genres and cultural forms, Williams proposes that melodrama
is a perpetually modernizing form that “typifies popular American narra-
tive.”!? Once the staple of nineteenth-century popular drama, melodrama is
the formal blueprint that now organizes “mutatis mutandis, most mainstream
Hollywood movies.”"?

Williams identifies five key features of melodrama: first, it “begins, and
wants to end, in a space of innocence,” usually a home or domestic space
of some kind;'* second, it “focuses on victim-heroes and the recognition of
their virtue” and their suffering; third, it uses realism to appear modern and
to further its agenda of stirring passion and action; fourth, it presents charac-
ters who “embody primary psychic roles, organized in Manichean conflicts
between good and evil.”!* These roles include family positions such as father,
mother, child, or social types such as the greedy business man or the fallen
woman. In other words, melodrama is less invested in individual interiority
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and uniqueness than, say, the modernist novel, and prefers characters that
are easy to identify with and whose moral character is relatively easy to
recognize.

The fifth key feature identified by Williams, and one especially interesting
for our purpose, is the “dialectic of pathos and action—a give and take of ‘too
late’ and ‘in the nick of time.”””!® Events in the narrative can take on a tempo-
rality of loss and irreversible bad fortune, or dramatic rescues or resolutions.
Often there is at least one of each in a typical melodrama plot. This aspect
of melodrama is important because it allows us to connect the sentimental
dimensions of the form that we are familiar with to the action-centered nar-
ratives such as war stories that also often borrow heavily from this mode. In
fact, many or most action films are structured like melodramas, with the hero
undergoing suffering at the hands of evil-doers (the pathos) that leads to the
action that occupies most of the film. The hero’s suffering is important not
only to establish his basic virtue but also to justify the violence that follows
as righteous and legitimate. This is the conservative and violence-focused end
of the melodrama spectrum, and includes, for example, all the Rambo films,
most Chuck Norris and Steven Segal movies, and virtually any American
movie in which we are asked to accept spectacular displays of violence as
righteous and necessary.

Many left-wing social problem films are also structured as melodramas,
with the suffering of the victim-hero not leading to violence but to action or
agency of another kind. For example, the AIDS drama Philadelphia (1993) is
a melodrama in which the hero’s (Tom Hanks) suffering as victim of discrim-
ination and also debilitating disease contributes to proving his virtue and right
to belong in the body politic.'"” The allegorical aspects of the film are hard to
miss, given the historically charged location of the film—Philadelphia—and
the use of an African American (Denzel Washington) as the white protago-
nist’s double and foil. As African Americans once were, victims of AIDS are
unfairly excluded from full citizenship, the film implies. The protagonist’s
death leads to the conversion of the initially homophobic black lawyer to a
more open-minded understanding of love and relationships, especially of gay
relationships. Although neither Brooks nor Williams addresses this issue, I
would argue that this type of conversion is one of the most important effects
of a virtuous victim’s death in a melodramatic framework. In fact, as a recur-
ring narrative convention, it is one of the principle ways by which that death
is saved from meaninglessness and shown to have an agency and power—in
the sense that Brooks described as a “moral occult.”

Melodrama often seems to be religious in nature because this topos—that
of the salvational power of the hero’s suffering and death—recalls the foun-
dational story of Christianity, that is, Christ’s suffering and redemptive death
on the cross.”® Yet, though modeled and perhaps dependent on this original
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story of self-sacrifice, melodrama is not overtly Christian or religious even
if it seems to be because of its insistence on invisible or non-material con-
nections between actions, events and their effects. For instance, in the film
Titanic, the mechanism by which Jack’s death converts Rose to a more full
and active life, one fueled essentially by his values and his energy, can be
seen as purely psychological—he inspires her. But on the level of narrative
his death is also thereby somehow redeemed—it was not in vain because
it made her live a fuller and better life. This more modest and seemingly
secular sense of redemption is the heart of melodrama’s immense power and
presence in American popular culture. In fact, I would add this feature to
Williams’ five: melodrama often involves a death which is redeemed by hav-
ing some sort of agency, such as converting other characters to the deceased’s
values, or by making something important happen.

This chapter aims to show that melodrama lends itself particularly well
to the narration of combat death because it shares with militarism an intense
desire that death be meaningful and potent. I believe that it is no coincidence
that melodrama emerged as a cultural formation at exactly the same time as
the modern nation-state and its romantic doctrines of nationalism and organi-
cism (the idea that the nation is like a living organism)." Like melodrama,
the nation has also often been considered by scholars as a reaction to the loss
of religious coherence in Europe, that is, as a secular substitute for religion.?
The factors contributing to the origin of the nation-state as the dominant
political unit of collective life are certainly more complex than this simple
equation, yet it is undeniable that nation-states have taken over at least one of
the defining principles of pre-modern religion—the right to organize killing
and dying—and with it, the ability to mobilize intense passions and emotions
around the notion of sacrifice. Melodrama is the aesthetic and narrative tech-
nique through which these passions are channeled into nationalism, military
service, and an intense affective investment in the nation-state.

The organization of death is of course not what is uppermost in the minds
of people filled with patriotic or nationalist fervor; they are more likely to
be thinking of the positive things that nations promise, such as the kinship
that national belonging implies, including freedom and equality and the
overcoming of class, regional and traditional differences between citizens.
Nationalism has inspired great hopes and strong feelings because of its poten-
tial to level and unite people into a purposeful group in which each individual
has certain rights and responsibilities. Yet, underneath its utopian potential,
the nation has also been a powerful organizer of in-group and out-group feel-
ings, orchestrating a sense of belonging among some at the expense of others
who are cast as outsiders because of birth, race, religion, or other features.?!

Most importantly for this study, when scholars speak of national identity
and a feeling of belonging, they inevitably find themselves speaking of the
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fact that nations inspire their members to be willing to die for them. This
is the perplexing fact that Benedict Anderson evokes at the beginning and
end of his influential study of national belonging, Imagined Communities,
which he opens with this question: “what makes the shrunken imaginings
of recent history (scarcely more than two centuries) generate such colossal
sacrifices?”’?> Anderson concludes the original edition of his book by conced-
ing that his theory cannot truly account for the intensity of feeling that these
products of human imagination and social reality generate. He writes: “it is
doubtful whether either social change or transformed consciousness [the topic
of his book], in themselves, do much to explain the atfachment that people
feel for the inventions of their imaginations—or, to return to a question raised
at the beginning of this text—why people are ready to die for these inven-
tions” (italics in original).?® In other words, why people are ready to lay down
their lives for these social constructs is a question that Anderson admits he
cannot account for.

In looking for an answer to this question, scholars such as Anthony D. Smith
have taken Anderson to task for over-emphasizing the “imagined” aspects of
modern nations too seriously and overlooking, according to Smith, the deep
ethnic roots of most modern nations. It is only these roots, Smith claims, that
can explain the “explosive power and tenacity” of the nation form.* Yet the
argument that nations have deep ethnic roots (a claim moreover contested by
other historians) does not in itself explain why anyone should be willing to
die for them more than for nations “invented” two hundred years ago, such
as the United States and Haiti, or even more recently, as many current states
were. After all, the younger and more recent states can often claim even more
idealistic political projects than the old ethnic nations, national projects that
could ostensibly command greater investment and be worth greater sacrifices
to defend than the old historical formations. Ernest Renan, the French philol-
ogist whose lecture “What Is a Nation?,” delivered at the Sorbonne in 1882, is
regarded as a key text of nineteenth century nationalist theory, dismissed the
need for “ethnographic” principles as a basis for a modern nation.” Instead,
he argued, a nation is “a large-scale solidarity, constituted by the feeling of
the sacrifices one has made in the past and that one is prepared to make in the
future.”? “It presupposes a past,” Renan observed, but implied that this past
could be the product of much selective memory or even wholesale invention.
It is not the true history of a people or region that matters, in his view, but “the
desire to live together.”?” Hence, he is best remembered for his oft-quoted
description of the nation as a “daily plebescite.”*

At the heart of this desire is the somewhat mystical definition of the nation
as “a soul, a spiritual principle.”? No other definition of the modern nation
has been as frequently cited and discussed as this one. Though anachronistic
and obviously Romantic, it touches a nerve with later theorists of the nation
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because it succinctly articulates the way in which nations seem to represent
energies and emotions that transcend their legal and political framework.
Renan’s other most quoted sentence offers an answer as to why this is so:
“the sacrifices one has made in the past and that one is prepared to make in
the future.” In linking the nation as a spiritual principle to the notion of sac-
rifice, Renan reveals the core mechanism by which nations become sites of
the sacred in a secular world.

Addressing the question of self-sacrifice in warfare, Ernst Kantorowicz
wrote an essay just after World War II in which he traced the origins of the
idea of fallen soldiers as consecrated martyrs back to the early modern period,
when the fatherland (patrie) as a corpus morale et politicum came to be iden-
tified with the corpus mysticum of Christ.**> However, most scholars agree
that it is really with the modern nation-state that the notion of fallen soldiers
as martyrs became dominant because it is with the new concept of nation
as sovereign, following the Treaty of Westphalia, that modern armies trans-
formed from mercenary forces of hired foreigners to “standing state armies
made up of citizens.”*! For the first time, soldiers were no longer a small elite
but rather representatives of their nation; in short, soldiering and citizenship
became strongly associated, especially in nations like France, Prussia, and
the United States.*

By the early nineteenth century, vast bureaucratic armies with masses of
volunteers or conscripts of national citizens (at least in theory), became the
norm. According to George Mosse, a new understanding of military death
emerged with the rise of modern national consciousness. In France, for
example, “patriotic death was described in analogy to Christian ideals, as
an armed martyrdom” and in Germany, “death in was became the fulfilment
of life.”* In Revolutionary America, according to Sarah Purcell, martyrdom
also became an important way of making sense of the war.** As Boston poet
put it, “With Blood they seal their Cause, [and] Die to save their Country’s
Laws” (quoted in Purcell®).

At the same time as national martyrdom was developing as a potent ideol-
ogy in the young nation-states, new political theories of the nation (such as
Hegel’s), stressing the promise of freedom and horizontal equality among
citizens, were rooted in a conceptualization of the nation as organic form, as
a kind of mystical body. According to Pheng Cheah, it is this “alleged organic
power of origination” (in fact, self-origination), as linked to the metaphors of
“nativity” and birth, that guaranteed the nation’s existence as transcendent
principle through which individual soldiers who have sacrificed themselves in
its name could hope for “a life beyond finite, merely biological life.”3¢

In effect, the mystical nature of the nation was linked to the power attrib-
uted to the soldier’s death. As George Mosse puts it, “the soldier was part of
an unending chain of being that reached beyond death” that was underwritten
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by the transcendence of the nation itself.’” We can see this logic at work in
Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, which connects the death of soldiers on the
battlefield to the “rebirth” of the nation and its founding principles: they
“gave their lives” so that “that nation could live.” In this image, rhetorically
linking combat death with national rebirth, we have the very motor of the
re-enchanting mode of representing death in war. It is often closely associ-
ated with fascism, and Kantorowicz cites a banner hung on the fagcade on a
cathedral in Milan in 1937—“Chi muore per Italia non muore” (“Whoever
dies for Italy does not die”’)—as an example. ¥

Nevertheless, we can observe this logic wherever soldiers are praised for
their sacrifice, across the political spectrum. We see this logic operating in all
military funerals, including in the contemporary United States, where military
funerals are a regular occurrence. For example, in the 2011 documentary 7o
Hell and Back, a Marine chaplain giving a funeral service to thirteen men
asserts that these “fallen heroes will always stand together, always and for-
ever,” invoking the eternal timeline of the nation and rhetorically placing the
dead soldiers in that sphere.* This emphatic—Iliterally redundant—invoca-
tion of immortality and a transcendent temporality (“always and forever”)
is not merely a discursive convention. It cuts to the heart of what the Civil
Religion promises soldiers in return for their lives: an afterlife as real and
meaningful as any conventional religion can offer.

SELF-SACRIFICE, CIVIL RELIGION,
AND NATIONAL RITUAL

Many scholars have noticed the importance of self-sacrifice in contemporary
American culture, and several books have recently appeared on the subject,
including Jon Pahl’s Empire of Sacrifice (2010), Kelly Denton-Borhaug’s
U.S. War-culture, Sacrifice and Salvation (2011), and Claire Sisco King’s
Washed in Blood: Male Sacrifice, Trauma and the Cinema (2012).*° Another
study, Blood Sacrifice and the Nation (1999), written by Carolyn Marvin
and David W. Ingle, draws heavily on sociology and anthropology to probe
the connections between military service, self-sacrifice, national belonging,
and the media. Marvin and Ingle combine Emile Durkheim’s notion of the
totem and Réné Girard’s theory of sacrificial violence in order to theorize the
modern nation, and specifically the United States, in relation to warfare as a
collective ritual of regeneration. Echoing Ernest Renan, the authors define
the nation as “the shared memory of blood sacrifice, periodically renewed.”*!
Just as sacrificial violence lies at the origin of the nation, an idea shared by
many historians and theorist of nationalism, so the continued viability of the
community must be periodically renewed through national ritual. Although
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their book also examines elections as instances of totem creation rituals
which function to unify the nation, the greater part of the book focuses on
the darker ritual of unification through “totem sacrifice”—one which is per-
formed through “bodily sacrifice” of group members, of which war is the
“most powerful enactment.”*?

An original and provocative aspect of Marvin and Ingle’s thesis is their
claim that the real purpose of war is not to defeat the enemy and kill adver-
saries, but as a ritual to kill the designated victims who have consented to
their sacrifice, namely, soldiers. As Réné Girard noted in Violence and the
Sacred (1972), “in some societies whole categories of human beings are
systematically reserved for sacrificial purposes in order to protect other cat-
egories.”* According to Marvin and Ingle, in the United States, and other
modern nations, the military is this priestly class of designated victims, who
have been selected, trained, and prepared for their death. Every serviceman
and woman who takes the Soldier’s Oath knows that this is the real meaning
of their commitment, namely, that they have consented to give up their life if
ordered to do so. The Soldier’s Oath does not directly speak of death, and this
is one of many strategic silences that surround the taboo subject of blood sac-
rifice, but it does include a promise to obey the President of the United States.
The president is the locus of the nation’s power to kill and this potential is
concentrated at any given time in the person of whoever holds that office.

As recently as 2002, Robert Bellah, the sociologist most closely associated
with the idea of an American Civil Religion, wrote that the “archaic substra-
tum” linking church and state, god and king, has “never completely disap-
peared”: “even the American president is at some level the lineal descendent
of these archaic divine kings.”* In the United States, the president—as the
representative of the sovereignty of the people—chooses military targets,
including for assassinations, authorizes the use of deadly force, and can give
or withhold pardons from death-row inmates. As head of the armed forces,
the president is tacitly at the source of any order that commands an enlisted
man or woman to put themselves in harm’s way.

The idea of “ritual” is central to this conception of the nation and its
renewal, and so a few words about the term are in order since it is crucial
to my argument about melodrama. Recent scholarship has not only revived
this term but posited it as foundational to human culture and evolution in
general. According to Terence Deacon in The Symbolic Species (1997), a
ritual was probably the activity which helped pre-linguistic hominids to
begin to communicate symbolically as opposed to simply indexically.* This
is fairly speculative, of course, but many other scholars have pointed to the
importance and ubiquity of ritual in contemporary society. The scholar who
serves as intellectual link between theories of the origins of human social
life and the modern world is Emile Durkheim, who proposed that ritual is
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the source of both social interaction and religion, insofar as collective rituals
generated the “collective effervescence” that lies at the heart of our experi-
ence and emotions liked to the sacred.*® More recent scholars have taken up
the implications of Durkheim’s work and developed it to suggest that ritual
plays a central role in society and culture.*’” As Roy Rappaport puts it, a ritual
1s “humanity’s basic social act” and the foundation of all religious practice
and socialization.*s

Randall Collins, a prominent sociologist whose work builds on both
Durkheim and Erving Goffman, proposes that social life is made up of
“interaction rituals” which involve three basic conditions: at least two people
physically assembled, who focus their attention on the same action or object
and are aware of the other maintaining his focus on it, and who share a
common mood or emotion.” Their interaction can leave them charged or
depleted of “emotional energy,” depending on what happens between them,
but if successful, an interaction ritual will create feelings of solidarity, confi-
dence, energy, morality or a sense of rightness, and shared symbols (words,
gestures, or icons) that “members feel are associated with them collectively;
these are Durkheim’s ‘sacred objects.””’™ Language is itself “the product of
a pervasive natural ritual” in the sense that “the rudimentary act of speak-
ing involves the ingredients” required for ritual, namely, “group assembly,
mutual focus, common sentiment.” As a result, according to Collins, “words
are collective representations, loaded with moral significance.”' In short,
interaction rituals are the way that social symbols—including linguistic
signs—are made significant, and the way that sacred objects are made sacred.
In turn, emotions or sentiments can be activated or prolonged by emotionally
charged symbols.>?

With Collins’ work we have the means to understand the emotional power
of social symbols such as flags, national monuments, the pledge of allegiance,
national narratives, specific words (e.g., freedom) and, if we extrapolate these
processes to a macro level, the enduring existence of nations themselves. One
of the interesting points to emerge from ritual theory about social symbols is
that while they are emotionally and morally charged they remain strategically
ambiguous as to their actual meaning or content. This is a point underscored
by Catherine Bell, a religious studies scholar, who suggests in Ritual Theory,
Ritual Practice that “most symbolic action—even the basic symbols of a
community’s ritual life—can be unclear to participants or interpreted by them
in very dissimilar ways.” In fact, “overdetermination or ambiguity of much
religious symbolism may be integral to its efficacy.” In other words, it is
not the precise semantic meaning or content that matters in many sacred or
religiously charged symbols; in fact, symbols may be more effective when
they allow people to project whatever meaning they want on them. Instead it
1s mainly their emotional power that counts.
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MELODRAMA AND CINEMATIC RITUAL

Where is melodrama in all this? I would propose that war films can function
like social or even religious rituals, both drawing on the emotional energy
of certain symbols, images or narratives, and recharging them in turn. Some
sociologists have shied away from attributing such a function to events that
seem essentially passive, such as ‘“concerts, operas, plays, or movies seen in
theaters.”>* Robert Bellah casts doubt on whether such events solicit enough
participation on the part of spectators to be called ritual events in the “full
sense of the word.”* I would argue that they can and do function as rituals,
at least in a partial sense. My reasons are twofold: first, many rituals do not
need participants to be actors in the ritual—often, being a witness, such as at
an inauguration or a funeral is enough. Second, movies are not simply passive
watching experiences. They are complexly choreographed emotional events.
This is particularly true for genre films, such as war, action, melodrama, or
thriller, where audiences know the formulas and choose them specifically for
the emotional experience they will offer. Within the parameters of the genre,
there will always be room for surprises and departures from familiar conven-
tions, especially since every film is usually some sort of hybrid. Nevertheless,
for better or for worse, most people choose a film knowing what to expect in
terms of the emotions they expect to feel. Thus, genre films are potent com-
binations of affect and narrative, and while we know films are fictions (and
this certainly does weaken their ideological impact compared to the news
media, e.g.), certain kinds of film—such as combat movies, especially those
purporting to be about real events or real wars—generate powerful emotional
and rhetorical effects, especially when they reinforce (or challenge, as they
sometimes do) familiar schemas, national myths, and tropes. Thus, like reli-
gious rituals, genre films can help make sense of the world—they offer a
nomos or a frame through which to interpret real as well as fictional events.
In addition to making sense of the world through narrative devices and
stimulating emotion through spectacle, film melodrama has the added dimen-
sion of music which helps orchestrate what spectators feel. Music was also
essential to classical melodrama, as the name suggests. Peter Brooks’ work
can help us begin to understand why this is so through the great emphasis
he places on the visual sign or gesture as opposed to the word. Observing in
a chapter called “The Text of Muteness” that the victim-hero of melodrama
is often unable to express their suffering verbally, and that language is often
simply inadequate to the pain that is at stake, Brooks discusses the importance
of gesture, visible signs, and other nonverbal forms of communication. He
thus describes music as conferring an “additional legibility” into the melo-
dramatic performance in its early stage iterations, though he does not linger
on this issue since the main focus of his study are nineteenth-century novels.
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With film, however, music assumes once more an extraordinarily impor-
tant place in melodrama, not only by helping viewers to understand the narra-
tive (what Brooks implies by “legibility’) but also by cuing them as to exactly
what they should feel. Music is a very precise and powerful choreographer of
synchronized feeling—and synchronization is essential to the work of ritual.”’
In melodrama, music heightens the likelihood that viewers will feel similar
emotions at the same moments. This is because music not only awakens but
it also articulates and channels feelings in a very precise way, based on its
tones and harmonics. Music is a finely calibrated conduit of feeling. In this
way, music creates a sense of connection to other spectators—obviously in
the movie theatre—even if they have watched the film independently of each
other.

Keeping Together in Time (1995), William McNeil’s fascinating study of
the importance of synchronized and rhythmic muscular movements, such
as in drill, dancing or singing together, can be helpful in understanding the
implications here. Synchronized physical activities like this seem to produce
highly pleasurable states of consciousness that induce feelings of connection
to others, to a melting of barriers between self and other and self and environ-
ment, even to feelings of transcendence or connection to a higher plane—in
a word, religious feelings.”® McNeill calls this “keeping together in time.” By
creating conditions in which spectators feel together in narrative, melodrama
offers a secularized version of this essentially religious experience of con-
nection. In other words, spectators may be separated by time, but they are
synchronized and brought together in time by the temporality of the narrative:
they are invited to feel the same things at the same moments in the temporal
unfolding of the narrative.”

Together, these concepts (melodrama, ritual, self-sacrifice, Civil Religion)
can help us understand the power and impact of the Rosenthal photo as well
as the film that consolidated that emotional energy and symbolic charge
around the figure of John Wayne, Sands of Iwo Jima (1949). Wayne would, as
a result of his association with Iwo Jima, become the face of military heroism
in the post-WWII era. But first, let us look at the Battle of Iwo Jima itself and
the photo that immortalized it.

MELODRAMA AND THE RAISING
OF THE FLAG ON IWO JIMA

Few artifacts of American war culture have had the impact and influence of
the Joseph Rosenthal photograph of the flag-raising on Iwo Jima. No other
photo that emerged from WWII came anywhere near the symbolic impor-
tance of this image of six men planting an American flag in what appears
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to be a devastated battlefield. This image is so important because it brings
together the notions of collective effort, collective victimization, the pathos
of mass death, and the ritualistic aspects of warfare (e.g., planting a flag and
establishing a new border). It is also precisely because it is associated with
such great losses that it has been able to function as a central icon of national
regeneration and collective identity. Before speaking about the photo in more
detail, I would like to examine for a moment the invasion and huge loss of life
that produced this iconic image, because this collective victimization is often
hidden behind the photo even as it is signified by it, and yet the impact of the
image is largely due to the loss that preceded and accompanied its reception.

THE BATTLE

I want to begin by talking about the Battle for Iwo Jima, known as Operation
Detachment, not simply for the sake of historical context, but because it is
crucial to understanding how myth took hold of the mass death that occurred
during this operation and converted it into the emotional currency of morale
and patriotism from the start. At the core of the myth of Iwo Jima is the
claim that it saved more lives than it cost. This is a claim that has recently
been debunked by the historian Robert S. Burrell in an article in the Journal
of Military History in 2004 and a book-length monograph titled The Ghosts
of Iwo Jima (2006).®° It is a claim that has had great staying power. It is
cited on most military and historical websites and references to the Battle of
Iwo Jima. James Bradley repeats it in his book, The Flags of Our Fathers,
in this way: “The American victory unquestionably hastened the end of the
war. In the ensuing months, about 2,400 distressed B-29 bombers, carrying
27,000 crewmen, would make emergency lifesaving landings on the island.”®!
Unfortunately, the most accurate word here is “unquestionably,” which sums
up the way in which this claim has been received and reproduced in the
decades following the war.

The myth that the Iwo Jima battle “saved” 27,000 lives has been easy to
maintain because the aversion to contemplating its alternative has been too
awful and socially risky for anyone to attempt. The alternative would include
the unbearable possibility that these many deaths were not absolutely neces-
sary, and possibly even pointless. This is the one idea that military history,
national myth, and popular culture all converge in considering unacceptable,
impossible and anathema to American values and good commercial sense. In
a nation united in reverence for the sacrifices of the “greatest generation,” no
one wants to hear that “America’s most heroic battle,” as Bradley calls it, and
the single bloodiest operation in Marine Corps history, was a tragic mistake
that took the lives of thousands for no good reason. Nevertheless, that is the
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implication that emerges from Burrell’s research into the planning and history
of the operation, though he himself refuses to explicitly acknowledge it. In
a rebuttal to a critical review of his initial article in The Journal of Military
History, Burrell ends with an emphatic statement that “no Marine died on Iwo
Jima in vain!”® Yet his own facts show otherwise.

The Battle of Iwo Jima lasted from February 19 to March 26, 1945, and
took the lives of 6,821 Marines, plus another 21,865 wounded or mentally
incapacitated, for a total of 28,696 casualties.®* Most of the Japanese forces
on the island died defending it, estimated around 18,5000 men, for a total
of over 25,000 men killed in the space of a month. These figures do not
compare to the statistics of World War I, but they are impressive by World
War II standards for a single battle. In comparison, one could cite D-Day in
Normandy, which lasted only a day and incurred around 10,000 casualties, of
which 4,440 were killed in action (plus another 4,000-9,000 German casual-
ties). While the Normandy invasion established American military presence
in occupied France, the objectives and meaning of the seizure of Iwo Jima
were far less clear.

This is where Burrell’s work sheds important light on the planning before
the invasion and the justifications offered after the fact. One of the conclu-
sions that Burrell is led to in his research is that the landing on Iwo Jima was
the result of inter-service rivalry and self-interest more than strategic neces-
sity. At the time, the war in the Pacific was being prosecuted by the Navy and
the Army separately and in competition with each other for resources rather
than collaboratively. This was the result of the traditional independence of
these services, which the creation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1942 was
meant to help coordinate. However, rivalry, redundancy, and inefficiency
continued, and the decision to seize Iwo Jima was made largely in order to
promote the fortunes of the Army Air Force, which sought to become an
independent service in its own right and wished to demonstrate the value
of its new B-29 Superfortress aircraft for this purpose. Although the Navy
agreed to organize the landing, the Marine Corps itself—which did the large
part of the fighting—was not consulted. A military commission had already
dismissed the value of Iwo Jima in 1943 and high-ranking members of the
military continued to have doubts about the value and cost-effectiveness of
the taking of the island in the months before the landing.** Un-coordinated
operations also resulted in a much shorter time of preparatory bombardment
of the island, a fact that was widely recognized as directly related to higher
expected casualties among ground forces (something that Eastwood’s film
Flags of Our Fathers acknowledges).

Most importantly, military command under-estimated the defenses on the
island, and an operation that was expected to last two or three days turned
into thirty-three days of deadly fighting, despite the fact that “by December
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1944, it was becoming quite apparent that seizing Sulfur Island would prove
difficult.”® Among the evidence of the miscalculations involved in these
preparations, Burrell cites the fact that the three divisions that landed were
earmarked for another operation on Okinawa in March, something that turned
out to be impossible after 30 percent of Marines landing on the island died or
were wounded.®® Most of these (over 90 percent) never returned to action.’
Yet, planners had expected the occupation of the island to last no more than
four days.®® Such errors give a glimpse into the story of poor intelligence,
strategic uncertainty, and military incompetence that is hidden behind the
heroic narrative of courage, endurance, and extraordinary sacrifice that is
always the focus of cultural memories of Iwo Jima.

One of Burrell’s research methods was to survey the explanations given
for the invasion before and after the battle, which revealed that they were
completely different. The main stated objective for the invasion before the
landing was to provide fighter support for the B-29 Superfortress, a plane
that could fly 3,000 miles but which had been found to be more effective
when accompanied by fighter planes. However, since these smaller planes,
such as the P-51 “Mustang,” had much shorter flight ranges, the idea was that
they would escort the B-29s from Iwo Jima. The problem with this objective
was that it turned out that the distance was still too far for P-51s to cover
safely, and that only 100 P-51s could be stationed on the island while 1000
B-29s were used regularly to make long-range sorties over mainland Japan.
Ultimately, this rationale fell apart as almost no fighter escorts were ever
launched from the island.

Another weakness with this particular justification for the invasion of Iwo
Jima, which some people suspected would be costly once it became clear that
Japanese General Kuribayashi had been preparing for it since June 1944, is
that there were other islands in the Bonin chain and nearby that would have
served just as well or even better as airfields (e.g., Truk or Chichi Jima, which
had a port) and were not as well reinforced. In other words, had fighter escort
turned out to be a viable reason for taking the island, there still could have
been less deadly alternatives to seizing Iwo Jima, which photo reconnais-
sance images from October 1944 had revealed to be heavily fortified.

After the battle and its stupendous casualties, up to nine other justifications
were produced, each of which was flawed in one way or another, as Burrell
demonstrates.® However, the justification that ultimately stuck and came to
be known as the “emergency landing theory” was published by Impact, an
Army Air Force journal that titled its last issue “Air Victory over Japan,”
attributing Japan’s surrender to air operations conducted by . . . not surpris-
ingly, itself. In this issue, it ran an article about Iwo Jima in which it stated
that “from 4 March, when the first crippled B-29 landed there, to the end of
the war, 2,251 Superfortresses landed at Iwo. A large number of these would
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have been lost if Iwo had not been available. Each of the B-29s carried eleven
crewmen, a total of 24,761 men. It cost, 4,800 dead, 15,800 wounded, and
400 missing to take the island . . . but every man who served with the 20" Air
Force . . . is eternally grateful” (quoted in Burrell”). This is how the idea that
over 20,000 lives had been saved by the availability of Iwo Jima, a number
that would climb to “27,000” in the years to follow.

The weakness of these statistics begins to show when one considers that
the quote implies that al/l 2,251 landings it cites were emergency landings. In
fact, most B-29 landings on the island were for refueling and very few were
strictly necessarily (especially since the B-29s had four engines and could
fly on only two, making emergency landings relatively rare). An even more
glaring flaw in the theory is revealed when one considers that the entire fleet
of B-29s in the Pacific never numbered more than 1,000, which means that
every single one of the Superfortresses, plus every single one of its replace-
ments, would have had to crash in the absence of Iwo Jima as a stop in order
for this statistic to make any sense. During the entire war, only 2,148 B-29
crewmen lost their lives, so the theory claims somewhat implausibly that
“eleven times the number of airmen actually lost in combat were saved sim-
ply by offering an alternative landing field between Saipan and Tokyo.””! In
short, the theory that is most often cited up to this day as justifying the high
casualties on Iwo Jima is patently absurd.

Even a cursory scrutiny of these numbers would reveal their inflated and
improbable nature, so how did this myth endure for so long? I would propose
that, in addition to a natural aversion to admitting costly mistakes that any
military organization would have, the photograph that made the Battle of Iwo
Jima famous and inspiring made questions about the value of the operation
nearly impossible. In fact, as Carolyn Marvin and David Ingle argue, the
large bloodletting during this battle made it highly effective and successful
as a ritual of national cohesion and meaning. Doubts about its strategic value
in the Pacific theatre of operations became irrelevant as its capacity to inspire
feelings of national unity, purpose, and pride became apparent. The fact that
the service that took the island was the Marine Corps, made up entirely of
volunteers, made the ritual magic of their deaths—as willing sacrifices—that
much more potent.”” The symbol that focused, amplified, and redistributed
these affects nationally was the photograph of the flag-raising published on
Sunday, February 25, in newspapers across the country.

THE PHOTOGRAPH

Many books have been written about the Rosenthal photograph, which in fact
many writers insist on calling “The Photograph” (e.g. James Bradley). The
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Figure 1.1  U.S. Marines of the 28th Regiment, 5th Division, Raise the American flag for figures

Atop Mt. Suribachi, Iwo Jima, Japan, on February 23, 1945. Probably the Single Most 1.1 to 1.3
Famous Image to Emerge from World War II. (Keystone/AP Photo by Joe Rosenthal.) and 1.6

story of its reception is highly dramatic and full of poignant ironies, including
the huge impact it had on the lives of the three surviving flag-raisers.”” The
photograph was taken on Friday, February 23, 1945, four days into the inva-
sion, and initially Joseph Rosenthal, the AP photographer who took it, had no
reason to suspect it would become one of the most iconic images of American
history. The Suribachi volcano was an early target for capture because it was
riddled with caves and hide-outs from which Japanese defenders could shoot
at American Marines below to great tactical advantage. A first group of flag-
raisers, who hiked the mountain in the morning and placed a small flag on the
summit, had indeed encountered some resistance on its way. This flag-raising
had been remarked by Marines below with great emotion and joy—it was
very successful as a morale booster. In fact, according to Albee and Freeman,
some Marines wept openly at the sight of it.”* Rosenthal arrived a couple
hours later with a team bringing a larger replacement flag but apparently this
exchange of flags occasioned no emotion whatsoever, so Rosenthal could
not know what excitement his photograph would arouse back in the United
States. In fact, for many days he did not know which photograph he took that
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day had been printed, and assumed it was the one he took after the flag was
hoisted up, in which smiling flag-raisers posed for the camera.

On the day of the flag-raising (Friday), newspapers reported that a flag
had been placed on Suribachi, but the photo would only be published on
Sunday morning. In the meantime, the American public had been reading all
week about a wholly unexpected and extremely deadly operation whose grim
statistics were sickening a country that was weary of four long years of war.
James Bradley places a great emphasis in his account of the photo’s history
on the fact that the photo arrived after five days of “unthinkable casualties”
had filled “each mornings’ headlines.”” It was in fact the first battle of the
war in which news was instantly relayed to the United States, all the previ-
ous battles having taken up to a week to be reported. Thus, the timing of
the appearance of the photograph, as well as its simultaneous publication on
the front page of newspapers across the country, in the large and important
Sunday morning edition, had something to do with its impact on the country.
Although the battle would rage on for another three weeks, the photo offered
an image of victory—a flag planted on enemy soil, on the highest point on
the island—that was all the more powerful for coming after days of some of
the worst news of the entire war.

Its appearance in the front and center position of newspapers across the
land gave it authority, and its simultaneous appearance fed powerfully
into the production of what Benedict Anderson has called the “imaginative
community” of the nation, created precisely by such print media and mass
communication technology as news photos and newspapers. If print media
can create a sense of imaginative community by printing the same things in
geographically distant locations, they also create a sense of national com-
munity through the shared ritual of simultaneous reception. The Sunday
morning paper is a kind of American national ritual (or at least it was in the
1940s), linking the private and the public sphere through an act of individual
participation in a collective act of reading. The ritual of opening and care-
fully reading the Sunday paper—possible because of it being a work-free
day for most—would be repeated in homes all over the country. In terms
of sociologist Randall Collins’ theory of emotional energy, the fact that the
entire nation’s attention was riveted on the unfolding battle of Iwo Jima, in
almost real time, gave this battle an unprecedented ritual power. Emotional
energy comes from shared attention on the same object, and here was an
entire country watching and waiting for the outcome of the invasion, over the
course of several days.’®

The ritual aspects of the reception of Rosenthal’s photo would be further
heightened by the press’ job of instructing its public on how to receive the
image, appropriate to its priest-like function in a democratic and text-based
society. One of the ways in which the press constructed and signaled the
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sacred status of the photograph was by referring to the flag in the religious-
sounding lexicon of “Old Glory,” a popular nickname that has existed since
the Civil War.”” Another was to compare it to other sacred or iconic images,
such as Leonardo Da Vinci’s The Last Supper (Times-Union of Rochester,
New York), Emanuel Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware, or
Archibald Willard’s The Spirit of ‘76, which was actually superimposed on
the upper right-hand corner of the photo in one instance, leading to 48,000
requests for reprints.”® The press also invented wholesale accounts of fierce
resistance and battles raging on the way up to the top of the volcano, stress-
ing the perils and dramatizing the dangers surrounding the flag-raising. As
Bradley puts it, the press “replaced reportage with romanticism,” just the
first of many ways the image would make Americans attribute larger than
life status to the photo.” One of the most quoted reactions to the photograph
comes from within the priesthood of the press—the fact that it is reported in
almost all accounts of the photo’s history creates a powerfully circular and
self-validating feedback loop about its cult-like status. According to these
accounts, when AP photo editor John Bodkin in Guam saw the photo, he said,
“Here’s one for all time,” signaling through his evocation of what Kenneth
Burke calls “aevum” time, which is a kind of perpetuity that exists between
the eternal and human history, the fact that even normally hard-nosed news
producers were recognizing its sacred status.®

Let’s have a look at the range of reasons for why it had this impact.
To begin with, the photo certainly possesses considerable intrinsic merit
though most scholars point to a convergence of factors rather than to any
one element. In “Icons on Iwo,” Lance Bertelson lists three reasons why
the photo was so popular. First of all, it resonated with previous models
of heroism and sacrifice, including Jacque Louis David’s The Oath of the
Horatii and Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People (85). He also quotes
Paul Fussell’s discussion of the photo as a perfect emblem of the myth
of the New Deal: “powerful and simple communal purpose” (quoted in
Bertelson®'). This is offered as yet another example of how the photo reso-
nated with existing cultural models. A second reason is the way the photo
works as both a simple symbol (freezing a complex event into a single
image) and a point of departure for multiple allegorical interpretations,
thus an elegant hybrid of the simple and the complex (89). And a third
reason is its convergence of the latest military and media technology—the
island’s alleged occupation in the service of B-29s, and the use of “radio-
photo” technology to rapidly send images from Guam to the United States
for publication.®

My own explanation of the photo’s power also proposes a convergence
of three factors: first of all, like the Gettysburg Address, the image offers a
tableau of rebirth and reconstruction against the backdrop of mass death that
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remains invisible but that the initial viewer would necessarily have in mind.
The planting of a flag is a positive image of generation, territory-claimed,
society reformed after a moment of chaos and death. As Hariman and
Lucaites point out, the upward movement of the planting of the flag recalls
communal barn-raisings and is more domestic than military; it is a “ritual
act of citizenship,” not a scene of war.% Marvin and Ingle compare it to a
“tree of life,” which the “sacrificial band of brothers” is planting in an act of
“totem rebirth from sacrifice.”® It is a strikingly nonmartial news photo from
a battlefield, emphasizing collaborative work over fighting, but the shadow
of death is not far away. The large amount of ragged debris on the ground
hints at the fighting that occurred at this place recently and which may still be
occurring just outside the frame, as indeed it was. Thus the fact of mass death,
which is really the context and occasion for this flag-raising, is both eclipsed
and suggested by the image.

Second, like other scholars, I believe the depiction of group effort is impor-
tant in the photo, the fact that it represents an idealized image of society itself
as a unified group. The six men are coordinating their efforts, as if they were
marching in time, their bodies displaying a synchronicity and collaboration
of movement that is both dynamic and symmetrical. The fact that they are not
posed (despite the doubts that arose around this question®), but unaware of
the camera, physically straining in effort (due to the fact that the pipe was not
a flagpole but a heavy industrial pipe) makes their bodies a powerful display
of patriotic performance and affect. Regardless of what they were actually
feeling or thinking, their bodies’ performative aspect gives the photo the
ritual power of visual proof of their patriotism and willingness as sacrifices
to the national cause. This is linked to the way the media plays an important
role as transmitters and authenticators of national ritual and explains why
the suspicion that the photo was posed raised such a great controversy. It is
essential for a successful ritual, secular or sacred, that it be in earnest even as
it is performative, and un-self-consciousness is a greater form of earnestness
than self-conscious posing for a camera.

Finally, the third and in my view the most important element in the picture,
the sine qua non of its iconic and sacred status, is the presence of the flag
about to unfurl. In representing the flag, the photo combines not only a social
ritual of collective effort but the most potent symbol of that collectivity, a
modern equivalent of the clan’s totem, in Durkheim’s terms. It is at this point
that I should point out that when I refer to the photo’s sacredness or religious
power, I am not evoking any kind of supernatural or divine cosmology, but
using religion in the Durkheimian sense, which is to say, referring to its emo-
tional dimension. Religion is the sentiment that individuals have for the group
and before the group’s collective power. These are powerful sentiments that
transcend anything an individual might feel about strictly individual matters.
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They are so powerful that they can seem to be linked to supernatural forces,
but they are merely linked to supra-individual forces.

The flag is one of the most important symbols of national and collec-
tive identity, and for Marvin and Ingle, it is the single most important one,
qualitatively different from any other, because it is linked to the body as
opposed to being text-based. In fact, at the “level of ritual gesture,” they
content, the flag actually is “a body.” Not just any body, it is a “special body
sanctified by sacrifice.” It metonymically represents all the bodies of a given
community, but has the “status of an emblem or escutcheon that represents
the body and is magically invested with its powers and vulnerabilities.”’
Arnaldo Testi, Italian professor of U.S. history, concurs and describes the
flag as a “bloodthirsty totem” which “legitimizes the killing of the enemy,
but . . . also demands and receives the blood of its followers and ultimately
symbolizes it.”%

If the language of magic, totemism and sanctified bodies seems exagger-
ated, one might consider that the U.S. Flag Code, which became public law
in 1942, and is still in force, setting out the advisory rules and regulations
pertaining to its treatment and use, asserts that the flag “represents a living
country and is itself considered a living thing” (my emphasis).® Thus, when
I say “flag magic,” I refer to the emotional energy that the flag as embodied
and vital symbol (or totem) of the nation contains, arouses and channels.
According to anthropologists, it is the nature of totem magic to be contagious
as well as dangerous. The totem will be perceived as being able to harm
or protect, and its power will be regarded as contagious and transmissible
to other objects, though with a dilution of its power through transmission,
depending on the medium.

With such a theory of flag meaning and flag magic in hand, we can look
again at the photo of the flag-raising and its strange powers. First of all, it is
interesting to note that raising a flag on Mount Suribachi was seen as a crucial
act to perform on the fourth day of fighting, before the hill was even fully
secure. According to Bradley’s distinctly enchanting account of the event,
replete with magic and mysticism, the original team of flag-raisers was sent
to the summit with instructions to plant the flag if they made it to the top, not
when.® Again, like newspapers accounts, the temptation to underscore the
dangers of the mission are impossible to resist. That being said, Suribachi
was far from secure, and the original flag-raisers did encounter a desperate
Japanese soldier who charged them with a broken sword (broken apparently
to spoil it as souvenir material) just after they planted the original small flag.

The fact that they were sent to plant a flag at all under the tense conditions
still reigning on the fourth day in this area testifies to the great symbolic
value such a gesture was considered to have. That a Japanese soldier would
charge them with a broken sword, a suicidal act of honor if ever there was



48 Chapter 1

one, reinforces the importance this act held for both sides. As mentioned
before, the reaction of Marines to the planting of the flag was both jubilation
and tears of joy.” In his war memoir, Lieutenant Holland M. General Smith
describes the effect on “all our forces ashore and afloat” as “electrifying,” a
highly kinetic word that signifies the intense energy of a socially symbolic
act. Smith also describes the moment as the “proudest in his life” and claims
that “no American could view this symbol of heroism and suffering without
a lump in his throat” (quoted in Albee and Freeman®').

Given the intrinsic ritual power of the flag-raising in the wake of four
days of deadly battle, it is not surprising that the photograph that awed the
nation two days later would be a photograph of the flag. Controversy arose
later when it became known that the Rosenthal photo was not of the original
flag-raising but of a second one. The authenticity and status of the photo as
national ritual was put in question by the possibility that the flag-raising was
a stunt instead of an authentic news photo. Eventually this confusion was
cleared up and the sincerity of the performers established, allowing the photo
to keep its place as sacred national icon. In fact, the first flag was seen as hav-
ing acquired such totem power from the emotional effect it had on Marines
and seamen on and around Iwo Jima that two top military commanders
wanted to have it as a souvenir: Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal, and
Lieutenant Colonel Chandler Johnson, who ended up being the one who sent
the larger replacement flag and secured the first for himself.*?

Marvin and Ingle’s work sheds light on two more aspects of the photo’s
power, both its darker and its lighter, more popular, aspect. The darker ele-
ment refers to the potency that is ascribed to the borders of a nation, the place
where the sacrificing military class is sent in order to “touch death” and in
principle to die.”> Marvin and Ingle explain that “borders are thresholds of
contagious magic separating zones of purity and impurity, order and chaos
.. . Touching both what the group is and isn’t, borders are perilous zones
of transformation, shifting and unstable.” “Transformative violence,” they
assert, “creates definitive borders.”** Iwo Jima was the ultimate border for
America in 1945. On the dividing line between American civilization and
what was perceived as Japanese savagery and subhumanity, Iwo Jima was a
dangerous place symbolically as well as literally. The name itself translated
into “Sulfur Island,” evoking a kind of demonic space of pollution and death.
Every account of the landing that I have read emphasizes the treacherously
soft and unstable sand made of volcanic ash.”” It is no coincidence that the
film referring to the flag-raising would end up called “Sands of Iwo Jima”
(my emphasis). In fact, it began with this title, as the producer Edward
Grainger got the idea from a headline and decided to write a narrative film
to go with it.*® It so happened that most contemporary news accounts and
later narratives of the invasion all dwelled on the sand as soft, black, and
lethal, unsuitable for gaining a foothold, digging a foxhole, or giving enough



Melodrama, Dying, and the Sacred 49

traction to amphibious vehicles to attain the beach. In light of this terrifying
instability, the flag-raising signified more than the capture of high ground
on the island—it signified the establishment of a definite and solid border,
a ritual event of the highest order, especially when achieved at the cost of
blood sacrifice. Again, contemporary accounts tend to highlight the fact that
the sands of Iwo Jima were now soaked with American blood, an image of
tremendous rhetorical and nationalist power, implying the transformation of
the island into American territory.”’

The lighter aspect of the flag-raising and specifically its photograph pertains
to the fact that there is a popular side to flags and flag-waving. According to
Marvin and Ingle, flag-waving is the sign of borders in transition and flags
waved by members of the civilian population perform an important function
during these moments.”® Flags are waved when soldiers are leaving the com-
munity, transforming them into outsiders, and flags are waved to welcome
them home and purify them, ritually cleansing them of death. Popular flags
are very different from the official totemic flags used in ceremonies (made in
the United States only by special traditional, often family-owned businesses),
which are not “waved” so much as reverentially and ritualistically displayed.
While totemic flags are characterized by the distance and strict protocol in
their handling, popular flags (such as those used as banners and decorations)
are characterized by intimacy and closeness, with people seeking in fact to
touch them and have direct bodily contact with them. They place them as
lapels on their chest, over the heart, and they put them on clothing or on
objects they can have at home.

Rosenthal’s photograph seemed to have functioned something like a hybrid
of both, or as a conduit between the two kinds of flags. Although it depicted
a totemic flag and evoked the aura of death, it was itself an object of mass
reproduction, printed by the media, and then reproduced and sold by news-
papers to hundreds of thousands of buyers, recontextualizing it as a popular
rather than totemic icon. People cut it out of newspapers and framed it. The
power of the flag was still there, but it represented the popular and positive
magic of protection and good luck, rather than the deadly force of totemic
magic.

The need to own a copy of the photo can be compared to the revival of the
mystical body during World War I, as represented by the Unknown Soldier
monument, a ritual object that was also characterized by people’s need to
touch and physically approach it.”” Similarly, the anonymity of the soldiers
in the photo could be compared to the anonymity of the Unknown Soldier as
modern national relic and symbol, an anonymity that made him all the more
powerfully emblematic of any and all sacrificed and, therefore, sacred sol-
dier’s bodies. Of course, the three surviving soldiers from Iwo Jima did not
remain anonymous for long, as we were reminded by Clint Eastwood’s film,
Flags of Our Fathers (2006).
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In fact, the way that John Bradley, Rene Gagnon, and Ira Hayes were pulled
off Iwo Jima to participate in the 7th War Bond tour was itself an instance
of the American public wanting to be physically close to the photograph and
the men in it. They were endlessly feted and photographed and made to rec-
reate the flag-raising in a number of hugely popular public events that Peter
Gardella calls “a series of revival meetings in American civil religion.”!®
The first event was a fifty-five-foot replica of the scene in Rosenthal’s photo
erected in the heart of commercial and popular America, Times Square in
New York City."”" A few days before the real tour began, however, a recre-
ation was staged on Capitol Hill, using the real second flag and performed to
the sound of the National Anthem.'”> One could imagine that this ceremony
represented a transition from the very serious and sacred space of the war to
the carnivalesque and profane space of Times Square and the many stadiums
and public arenas where the rallies would be held. In a capitalist society like

UNITED STATES POSTAGE

Figure 1.2  Postage Stamp Honoring Joe Rosenthal’s Photograph Depicting Six Marines
Raise the Flag of the United States on Mt. Suribachi, Iwo Jima, 1945. This Stamp Aroused
Considerable Controversy because It Was Going to Lead to the Licking the Back of an
Image That Many People Found Sacred. (Photo by DeAgostini/Getty Images.)
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America, the photo proved to have the greatest power of all: that of raising
unprecedented amounts of money. The bond drive had set itself a goal of $14
billion, higher than any previous bond drive, and in two months it had raised
nearly double, an unheard-of $26 billion.'*

An example of how the photograph occupied an imperfectly defined space
between the totemic and the popular was the controversy that arose about
the hugely successful stamp version that would be sold from 1945 to 1948.
As soon as such a plan was made public concerns were raised that it would
violate flag taboos in some way, especially in the prospect of people licking
the stamp and running them through cancelling machines. The National Flag
Code committee declared the Iwo Jima stamp an affront to American civil
law. “Heaven forbid the placing of the Iwo picture on any U.S. stamp,” wrote
the chairman of the committee to the President, invoking the highest religious
authority to protect its terrestrial emblem. The idea of the flag being “licked
behind its back™ constituted a pollution (and sounded deviant in all kinds
of ways): “the very contamination the Huns and Japs set their hearts upon
doing,” implying that licking the stamp would undermine the very social
order that the flag represented.'” However, more liberal views prevailed
and the stamps sold a record three million examples on the first day of sales.
Apparently, people appreciated the opportunity to lick the stamps, symboli-
cally ingesting their flag magic, or at least to own them, so much so that more
than 137 million stamps were sold before they went out of circulation.

THE JOHN WAYNE FILM

We saw from the preceding paragraphs that Rosenthal’s photograph became
a powerful cultural icon that had elements of the sacred—Ilocated mainly in
the flag it included—but was also very popular and seemingly accessible.
After having been used to sell war bonds and commemorative stamps, as well
as many other objects, including plates, posters, cushions, key rings, coffee
mugs, belt buckles, and wrist watches, it had effectively entered the realm
of popular culture.!®® However, nothing really exists in American until a
movie version of it has been made, so it was not very long before Hollywood
decided to spin its own kind of magic around the film in the hopes that its
money-generating powers would rub off. As mentioned before, the producer
Edmund Grainger at Republic Studies got the title from a newspaper article
and wrote a forty-page story about a tough drill instructor and the men he
leads onto Tarawa and finally Iwo Jima.'%

Like the bond rallies, the film’s purpose was also to sell something to the
American public—this time, it was the Marines themselves. As the Marine
Corps was the only service to emerge from the war without a memorable
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high-caliber film in its name, its high command worried that its days were
numbered in the re-organization and reduction of military resources after
the war. The joint venture between the small Republic Studios and the
Marine Corps produced a film that turned out to be extremely profitable for
both. Although the Marines gave the studio their full cooperation, they also
allowed the studio a fair amount of freedom regarding the script.

The result is a film that permits itself to sound some downbeat notes from
time to time in the service of realism while making sure that the frame nar-
rative is unmistakably pro-Marine (more so than pro-war itself). A tone of
resigned fatalism, typical of the films of the end of WWII, prevails in this film
more than explicit glorification of warfare, but the end result was a film that
became the single most powerful recruiting vehicle of all time. Lawrence H.
Suid reports Marine recruiters telling him in the mid-1990s that enlistment
went up whenever the film was revived, and cites director Delbert Mann
asking Marine recruits working as extras on the film The Outsider (1962) at
Camp Pendleton why they enlisted and being told by nearly half that it was
because of John Wayne war films they had seen.'"’

Similarly, Garry Wills cites a midshipman at the Navy Academy in
Annapolis telling him that he plays the film almost every Sunday to a room-
ful of classmates and gets choked up every time.'”® Men as divergent in their
politics as Newt Gingrich and Ron Kovic have called it the “formative film”
of their life.!” In a featurette accompanying the DVD version of Saving
Private Ryan (1998), Steven Spielberg cites Sands of Iwo Jima as a key
influence on his childhood image of World War II.'"° Film critics have also
credited the film with tremendous impact, regenerating the war film genre
after it had sputtered out in the years after the war and bringing a new realism
to the war movie.'"!

It is often its realism (including its use of newsreel and documentary foot-
age) that is invoked to explain the film’s enduring emotional impact, along
with John Wayne’s charisma.''? T will suggest, however, that the film’s real-
ism—or appearance of realism—is only half the story; its reliance on the
pathos of melodrama is the other half. Furthermore, I will argue that John
Wayne did not make the film successful but rather that it was the film that
made his career by associating a moderately successful actor known mostly
for his work in westerns with the powerful magic of the flag-raising in com-
bination with the emotional power of what I call paternal melodrama, a nar-
rative using melodramatic devices to probe and plumb the pain of strained
father-son relationships in the postwar era.

In short, despite its inclusio