Social History Sudies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, VVol. 15, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2025, 159-195
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/shc.2025.51298.2610

The Social History of the Sensesin Military Service
and Its Representation in Cinema

Amirsaman Solaymani Tapehsari’

Abstract

This study examines the sensory experiences of soldiers in military environments
and their cinematic representations. The main research problem revolves around
how military service alters sensory perception and how war films depict these lived
experiences. Using a qualitative approach, the research combines field observations
in training camps, analysis of official documents (medical exemption regulations,
military manuals), and close reading of four war films: The Human Condition I,
The Thin Red Line, Wooden Crosses, and The Red Badge of Courage. Findings
reveal that vision and hearing dominate as tools for surveillance and obedience,
reinforcing military hierarchy, while smell, taste, and touch are systematicaly
suppressed. The film analysis demonstrates that cinema—through techniques such
as low-key lighting, sound design, and haptic visuality—can authentically portray
the sensory redlities of soldiers, such as the terror induced by battlefield darkness or
the tension of enforced silence, surpassing official narratives in complexity. The
study underscores the critical role of sensory history in reconstructing military life
and highlights cinema's capacity as a multi—sensory medium to bridge the gap
between ingtitutional discipline and individua experience.

Keywords: socia history, social history of senses, sensory experience, military
service, war cinema.
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Introduction

This study examines the evolution of soldiers sensory perception in military
environments and the ways in which cinematic war films portray those sensory
experiences. The primary question is how sensory experience is shaped under
military discipline and the techniques by which cinema represents it. The aim is to
analyze the role of military hierarchy in amplifying or suppressing the five senses
and to assess cinema’ s capacity to convey these lived experiences to audiences. The
key research questions are: How does the barracks environment reconfigure
soldiers’ five senses? What cinematic techniques are used to represent the sensory
dimensions of military service?

Previous work includes studies on the social history of the senses (Smith 2015)
and the social history of military environments. Research by Hasanpour (2018)
emphasizes the role of smell in historical understanding, while Klassen (2012)
highlights the importance of touch in social identity. Mortenson and Springer (2019)
investigate soldiers' everyday sensory lives. Since few studies have addressed
cinema’s interaction with these sensory experiences, this paper innovates by
combining methods from socia-sensory history with film analysis to elucidate
soldiers’ sensory experiences.

Materials & Methods

This qualitative study triangulates field, documentary, and cinematic data to increase
validity. Sensorily-rich experiences of the author and purposive field observations
among trainee soldiers in a barracks formed the core data. Four war films were
selected purposively to ensure geographic (United States, Japan, France), historical
(American Civil War; World Wars | & 1), and sensory-technique diversity: The
Human Condition |1 (Japan); The Thin Red Line (United States); Cross of Iron
(France); The Red Badge of Courage (United States).

Data collection instruments included systematic observation and recording of
sensory experiences during basic training. Documentary analysis focused on military
regulations (medical exemption codes) and training manuals to extract sensory-
related concepts. Film analysis examined cinematic techniques—lighting, sound
design, and mise-en-scéne—to identify sensory strategies. Finaly, a comparative-
analysis method compared field findings with cinematic representations.
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Discussion & Results

Dominance of Sight and Hearing in Military Spaces. Sight serves as commanders
principal tool for enforcing visual discipline—drill formations, parade ground
inspections, and salute ceremonies. In the training camp, emphasis on “visual
uniformity of ranks’ symbolizes military order. Hearing is reinforced as a
mechanism of obedience: soldiers must respond instantly to vocal commands. In The
Red Badge of Courage, the synchronized beating of drums underscores that the
unit’ s cohesion depends on auditory cues.

Suppression of Smell, Taste, and Touch. Smell: The stench of sweat and
unwashed bodies is officially ignored. In wooden crosses, soldiers use handkerchiefs
to block comrades’ odors; in one scene in The Thin Red Line, a soldier neutralizes
the smell of corpses by inserting a cigarette butt into his nostrils. Taste: Food flavor
is inconsequential to commanders; hurried meals leave no time to savor taste.
Touch: Physical contact is permitted only in life-or-death emergencies (e.g., saving a
wounded comrade). The Thin Red Line portrays soldiers touching the bodies of the
fallen as the only sanctioned form of tactile engagement.

Cinematic Representation of Sensory Experience. Lighting: In Wooden Crosses,
low-key lighting recreates the darkness of the front line, conveying the terror,
violence, and despair of World War | with stark realism (Thompson). This technique
immerses viewers in the soldiers’ compromised visual field, obscuring facial and
environmental details exactly as real front-line darkness would. Sound Design: In
The Red Badge of Courage, John Huston begins with drumbeats to evoke the
auditionary rhythm of a military company; the drum sound carries over into the
following scene of the resolute, marching platoon, reinforcing auditory discipline. In
Wooden Crosses, the menacing echo of German tunneling emerges as an off-screen
soundscape, heightening soldiers' fear of unseen threats.

These cinematic devices reconceptualize the social history of war by treating the
senses as objective historical agents. The suppression of smell, taste, and touch in
both barracks regulations and filmic narrative not only serves operational needs but
also enforces social distance: forbidding casual touch (e.g., handshakes) cements
hierarchical boundaries, while tactile contact is relegated to emergencies.

Conclusion

Empirical findings and cinematic analyses show that militarization transforms the
soldier’ s body into an instrument of discipline by enhancing sight and hearing while
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suppressing the other senses. This process serves not only operational purposes but
also reinforces hierarchical relations. Cinema, through techniques such as low-key
lighting and sound design, enables the reconstruction of a “sensory history.”
Compared to official narratives, cinema reflects more complex dimensions of the
soldier’s lived experience. This study underscores the importance of a social history
of the senses approach in understanding soldiers’ everyday lives. Such an analysis
not only exposes the shortcomings of official accounts of military service but also
deepens our understanding of the militarized, disciplined body by revealing the role
of the senses in shaping power relations. It is recommended that future research
explore the historical transformations of soldiers sensory experience across
different cultures and the role of art in representing them.
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2. The Human Condition Il: Road to Eternity. Director: Masaki Kobayashi. Year: 1959.

Production Company: Shochiku Co., Ltd. Main Cast: Tatsuya Nakadai, Michiyo Aratama,
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