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MASCULINITY, POLITICS AND
NATIONAL IDENTITY

 

‘Physical acting’, the cinematic performance of the muscular male body that
has been associated most directly with such stars as Arnold Schwarzenegger
and Sylvester Stallone, achieved a new visibility during the 1980s. Stallone
and Schwarzenegger vied for the position of top box-office male star,
presiding over what could be seen as a renaissance of the action cinema.
The revival of the action/adventure film also generated a critical unease
which, as we’ve seen, centred on concerns about the politics of these
‘heroic’ narratives. Film critics such as Andrew Britton and Robin Wood
expressed an unease to do with the ways in which these films were both
recognisable, and yet distinctive, harking back to the cinematic past whilst
articulating ‘new’, potentially parodic, images of masculine identity. In this
context, questions over the political status of the image – whether, for
example, the figure of the hero was intended as a parody or an
endorsement of a tough masculinity – became crucial. The qualities of a
self-reflexive knowingness, so apparent in many films of the 1980s, could
be construed as a form of auto-deconstruction, or as one more ideological
disguise, a comedy that pre-empts criticism since ‘it’s only a joke’. These
questions acquired a new urgency at a time, the mid-1980s, when some
forms of postmodernist discourse seemed precisely to refuse any political
fixing of meaning. Yet, if political fixity is a characteristic of propaganda, it
is rarely to be found in the popular cinema, particularly a popular cinema
that seeks, and finds, success in international markets. Thriving on
ambiguity, Hollywood cinema performs that most utopian of exercises – it
has its cake and eats it too. It is with an awareness of such a context, that
this chapter examines issues of politics, masculinity and national identity in
the action cinema.

During the 1980s, action films such as Indiana Jones and the Temple of
Doom, Commando, Die Hard and Predator paraded the bodies of their male
heroes in advanced stages of both muscular development and undress. One
film in particular, Rambo: First Blood Part II, became the over-determined
reference point for a whole range of concerned media discourses, generated
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from both the left and right. A mini-panic was orchestrated around the film
in Britain, leading to a BBC ban and a whole host of journalistic and
academic speculations on ‘Rambo-style’ films, ‘Ramboidal violence’ and the
resultant characterisation of the mid-1980s as the ‘Age of Rambo’.1

Thinking about the reputation of this film, perhaps the most notorious of
the muscular movies, offers a useful way to open up the relationship
between masculinity, politics and the action film. Rambo was a film whose
reputation preceded it and, to an extent, engulfed the film text itself. The
film, a big-budget sequel to Stallone’s 1982 hit First Blood, was notorious
well before it played British cinemas in 1985. In the context of the Beirut
hijacking, within which the film got its American release, President Reagan
was reported as saying ‘After seeing “Rambo” last night I know what to do
next time it happens’. These comments provided the most public framing
device through which Rambo was read as Reaganite, as endorsing a hawkish
foreign policy, a muscular lack of diplomacy. A visual link was made in a
much-reproduced poster image of the time which featured Reagan’s head
superimposed onto Rambo’s torso and dubbed ‘Ronbo’. Reagan had
already been widely linked to a revisionist re-evaluation of America’s role
in Vietnam. In Britain, the film was released into the aftermath of a
particularly punitive campaign against ‘video violence’ which had led to the
banning of many titles, along with increased censorship and the passing of
the 1984 Video Recordings Act which legislated for the certification of all
films released for video. Directed specifically at the horror film,
commentators at the time conjured up a series of images of evil films
invading British culture from foreign lands.2 It is worthwhile sketching,
however briefly, this context since Rambo was a film that was successful
worldwide. The film’s appeal has most often been contextualised within a
specific understanding of American political history. Though this is of
course important, and I discuss below the film’s situation in relation to
representations of Vietnam, it is not everything.

The pumped-up figure of Stallone as Rambo seemed to offer more than
just a metaphor, functioning for various cultural commentators as the literal
embodiment of American interventionism. Thus critics could speak, for
example, of ‘the presidentially approved fantasy of Rambo regeneration’
(Louvre and Walsh 1988: 6). Since the mid-1980s the term ‘Rambo’ has
become common currency, earning an entry in the updated Oxford English
Dictionary. For the record, ‘Rambo’ is defined as ‘a Vietnam war veteran
represented as macho, self-sufficient and bent on violent retribution’, a term
which is ‘used allusively’. As we’ll see, ‘Rambo’ actually operated to
condense a range of discourses concerning sexuality and politics. This
chapter centres around the cultural significance and critical reputation of
‘Rambo’ as a phenomenon. The impetus for this work stems partly from a
desire to pay a little more detailed attention than is usual to a set of movies
which are often either characterised as monolithic, or ignored altogether.
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This marginalisation perhaps echoes the revulsion the films seem to
provoke in the cine-literate, or at least the critical, audience.3 Indeed the
particular terms in which this group of films has been dismissed proves to
be as interesting a site of inquiry as the films themselves, partly due to the
extreme loathing that they have managed to provoke, but also because an
examination of the terms in which that loathing has been expressed allows
an address to questions of masculinity and cinematic representation. In this
sense, reading the muscular cinema through the frame of ideology may not
tell us much. I don’t want to argue that an ideological analysis has no
purchase here, since the action film offers us, amongst other things,
complex ideological configurations of nationhood and masculinity. Yet the
ideological analysis of narrative, as suggested in Chapter 3, often seems to
lead to a loss of specificity. We find an erasure of, on the one hand the
differences that exist between different stars and their films, and, on the
other, the diversity of potential or actual readings available to audiences.

THE ‘AGE OF RAMBO’

A series of controversies and press speculations led to the production of a
phrase like the ‘Age of Rambo’ to describe the 1980s. This characterisation
formed just one version of the frequently renewed suspicion that society is
in moral decline, a decline that is measured against a mythicised past.
Within a variety of journalistic and academic discourses, an operation of
condensation allowed a series of critical and cultural worries to be
represented, embodied perhaps, in the figure of ‘Rambo’. Two aspects of
the ‘Rambo’ persona and films have been singled out for particular critical
attention. The most evident is the association that has been drawn by some
critics between the muscular cinema of the 1980s and the Reaganite New
Right in the United States. Here Rambo is seen to cinematically correct the
national humiliation of a defeat in Vietnam. As the Guardian had it:
 

SYLVESTER STALLONE’S Rambo II has become more than
just a movie. It opened in American cinemas at the right time to
profit from the Beirut hijacking. When the White House was
impotent with rage, patriotic Americans could watch the muscle
of Rambo destroy the Vietnamese and Russian armies as he
rescued GIs from Communist prisons; he won in the cinema the
war the United States lost on the ground.

 
This view of the film, as one which ‘released the frustration of a nation’, is
standard and Rambo has, by and large, remained the low-quality reference
point against which to define new Vietnam movies such as Oliver Stone’s
Born On the Fourth of July (1989).4 Rambo has been repeatedly used to define



SPECTACULAR BODIES

94

the quality of other Vietnam movies, broadly along the lines of an
opposition between realism and comic-book fantasy. This type of criticism
emerges from a long tradition in which American narratives dealing with
the war have been received with scepticism. Controversy also surrounded
the release of The Deer Hunter, for example.5

It is interesting that whilst America’s involvement in Vietnam defines
Rambo, with its invocation of the figure of the Vietnam veteran, the film
itself is not set during the conflict. The only scenes to directly invoke that
period in the whole cycle are the flashbacks of torture in First Blood. In this
the film is positioned to one side of the 1980s’ wave of movies centred on
Vietnam. More generally, Rambo is one of the few muscular movies to
actually tell us the country in which the fiction takes place, or to offer
anything more than the most basic historical reference point. Another such
film is Rambo III, which is set in Afghanistan. This was a notorious mistake
in marketing terms, since in the very week of the film’s release the Soviet
Union announced its troop withdrawals. It is far more usual, if the
American action narrative isn’t set within the USA itself, to evoke an
unspecified foreign location. It is also noteworthy that whilst a film like
Commando lists a range of global hotspots in which John Matrix/
Schwarzenegger has been involved, reference to Vietnam is studiously
avoided. The action takes place instead in a vague terrain. Similarly, whilst
we might remark of the jungle setting of Predator that this is ‘Vietnam’, this
is only to assert that it is reminiscent of the conventions of the Vietnam
movie. There is a defining sense of placelessness informing both the
muscular action cinema and its articulation of the heroic figure. This is
partly a function of the need to sell to international markets, but also serves
the mythic (that is, generalised, universal) status to which the narratives
aspire.

The second set of critical concerns which inform the perception of
‘Rambo’ is already implicit in the Guardian’s assessment, cited above, with
its references to muscular power (Rambo) versus impotence (the White
House). Power and potency are constitutive discourses of masculinity. The
figure of Rambo has often been taken to represent the (re-)emergence of a
threateningly physical understanding of masculinity. Rambo is, within this
view, seen as symptomatic of a 1980s’ backlash against feminism,
functioning as ‘a sexist assertion of male dominance’ (Louvre and Walsh
1988: 56). It has been suggested, for example, that the ‘hard-edged
masculinity’ of Rambo ‘makes a statement on behalf of every violent
husband and every child-abusing male’.6 In an overview of the period,
Jonathan Rutherford postulates the existence of ‘two idealised images’
structuring our understanding of masculinity in the 1980s. These images,
termed ‘New Man and Retributive Man’ he takes as corresponding ‘to the
repressed and the public meanings of masculinity’ (Chapman and
Rutherford 1988: 28). For Rutherford, images of the ‘New Man’ attempt,
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partly in a response to feminism, to articulate men’s repressed emotions,
revealing a ‘more feminised image’ (ibid.: 32). Against this, the public face
of Retributive Man ‘represents the struggle to reassert a traditional
masculinity, a tough authority’. Perhaps unsurprisingly, he asserts that the
‘classic figure is Rambo’, evoking a world in which ‘First Blood is still a
feature of every high street video shop and the image of Stallone with his
huge machine gun adorns the t-shirts, books and toys of tens of thousands
of little boys’ (ibid. : 28). This ubiquitous figure:
 

advertises a destructive machismo as the solution to men’s
problems. He is John Wayne with his gloves off, wildly lashing
out at everything that threatens and disappoints him. He
confronts a world gone soft, pacified by traitors and cowards,
dishonourable feminised men. It is a world that has disrupted
his notions of manhood and honour. It threatens his
comprehension of who he is. And his attempts to recreate order,
and subdue the forces that threaten him, degenerate into a series
of violent actions.

(ibid.: 28–9)
 
The invocation of threatened children is significant here, according with a
more general argument that the western world has, as Jeffrey Walsh puts it,
‘inflicted psychic damage on its young people through the popularization of
militarist culture’.7 We need to be aware here of the extent to which the
figure of ‘children under threat’ has been invoked to legitimate a whole
range of censorious policies, particularly in relation to representations of
gay sexuality. Children and the family, that is, are often invoked as a
displaced way of speaking about more general societal fears, to do with the
supposed excesses of popular culture, as well as the feared behaviour of
those groups constructed as marginal.8

In Rutherford’s schema, violence ‘represents a retreat into physical force
whose fantasy is played out in toy shops across the country’. His sharply
drawn contrast between the articulate and caring new man on the one hand
and an image of Ramboidal frenzy on the other is quite familiar. A
regressive retreat into fantasy, it is suggested, is not only cowardly, but
childish (conducted in toy shops), indeed it is implicitly unmanly. A rhetorical
strategy is in operation here, one which seeks to polemically redefine the
terms through which an understanding of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ masculinities are
constructed, with the exercise of physical power devalued as unmanly. Yet
this strategy not only leaves unquestioned those articulate, institutional
forms of power, but can be seen to represent the embrace of a patriarchal
rhetoric which constructs so many other groups as childish, needing both
punishment and protection. The point is worth making since the tone of
Rutherford’s comments echoes an already existing discourse which has
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framed the difficulty of the task facing men, which is that of working
through ‘their’ masculinity. This task is expressed in terms of an opposition
between a verbal man (often cast as feminised) and a physical man. I don’t
mean to suggest that such a dichotomy is a feature of all writings on
masculinity. It is however evident in certain discourses, finding its most
popular expression in the notion that men need to ‘express’ the ‘feminine
side’ of themselves. Such a conception tends to preserve two polarised
embodiments of masculinity, new man and action man, in Rutherford’s
schema.

These polarised figures, who appear at the same historical moment, need
to be seen as interacting with and informing each other. Otherwise, the
effect is to critically reproduce a stable binary relation between femininity
and masculinity, an either/or that is mapped onto different male types. This
opposition, between verbal and physical abilities and the definition of
masculinity they propose, has been critically worked out in relation to
muscular movies. By contrast, a model that stresses masculinities, the
plurality of masculine identities, allows particular cinematic images of the
male hero to be situated within a wider cultural context, in which they are
seen to play off and work with each other rather than existing in some
secure opposition. This may begin to tell us why the critical recognition of
masculinities matters, since the representation of gender and sexuality in
the action cinema involves a complex articulation of factors such as class
and race. Masculinity is written in complex and diverse ways over the male
and female body, the black and the white body, in the action genre. Susan
Jeffords’s recent book, The Remasculinization of America, addresses the ways in
which Vietnam representation, both at the time of America’s involvement
and since, is concerned to reinscribe gendered relations of power. She
effectively demonstrates the working of gendered discourses within a
diverse range of texts, but goes further than this in an assertion that the
writing of gender over-rides all other differences, so that:
 

The defining feature of American war narratives is that they are
a ‘man’s story’ from which women are generally excluded. For
such narratives, gender is the assumed category of
interpretation, the only one that is not subject to interpretation
and variation of point of view, experience, age, race and so on.

(Jeffords 1989: 49)
 
Jeffords asserts here that gender operates, within Vietnam representation, as
a unifying category which effaces all other differences. This perspective
allows a fascinating insight on the oedipal adventures of the white
American heroes of 1980s films, such as Platoon and Full Metal Jacket, heroes
who, in their shifting attitudes towards the war and their comrades-in-arms,
come to represent ‘America’. Such a representation is quite explicit in
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Platoon’s rites-of-passage narrative, which features the retrospective voiceover
of the hero Chris, who comments on his own war experiences as a
metaphor for the nation’s turmoil. Whilst such films may well assume an
audience who can cohere around the male identity that is offered, different
audiences may well have other concerns and investments in Vietnam
representation. In the case of Platoon, the story that is told is very clearly
that of a middle-class white man, whose difference from the ‘grunts’ and
black Americans with whom he ‘finds himself in Vietnam, cannot be
effaced by the strategies of the film text alone.9

If ‘Rambo’ operates to condense a range of discourses it also stands in
for a range of films, those movies starring musclemen or featuring violent
action sequences. And, just as there is a generalised notion of the persona
and films, there is a generalised way in which the term is used, associated
as it is with ideological reference points as diverse as Ronald Reagan and
child-abuse, American cultural imperialism and a regressive masculinity. In
contrast to the way in which the term cuts across such a range of
discourses, reference to ‘Rambo’ is usually characterised by an assumption
of the very obviousness of what is meant. To give an example. Robert Lapsley
and Michael Westlake illustrate their discussion of Eco’s idea of the shot as
utterance with the example of a ‘shot of Sylvester Stallone naked to the
waist firing a rocket-launcher’ which ‘does not signify “Rambo” but rather
“there is Rambo”, or more probably “here is Rambo single-handedly
defeating the Evil Empire”’ (Lapsley and Westlake 1988: 44). The ‘Evil
Empire’, a term drawn from the film series Star Wars, also of course refers
specifically to Reagan’s characterisation of the Soviet Union in another of
his notorious speeches. With this reference, and with the foregrounding of
action, ‘Rambo’ seems obvious enough to be used as an illustration. Of
course the meaning of ‘Rambo’ is in some senses clear, precisely because it
has been used so often to signify a thuggishly violent nationalistic macho.
That is to say, the term has acquired a meaning through its repeated use in
a variety of journalistic and political as well as cinematic contexts. It isn’t
possible to look at the film or think about the term without reference to the
complex history of signification in which it has been involved.10 The
narrative has become inseparable from all the other narratives in which
Rambo came to play a part through the 1980s, such as Reagan’s public
gaffes or fears about video and computer games and their effects on
children.

SEMPER FI? MASCULINITY AND NATIONHOOD

A discursive link between nationhood and masculinity provides an
important context for considering the muscular action cinema. Nationhood
and masculinity are crucial terms within most war films, indeed combat
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films generally. Yet cinematic discourses of American manhood are
profoundly ambiguous, certainly in the three Rambo films, and in many
others critically designated as the texts of macho revisionism or, in its
crudest version, as dumb movies for dumb people. Rambo and, by
extension, other muscular movies have been criticised for their rewriting of
history, for the erasure of, in particular, the history of America’s
involvement in Vietnam. Such critical concerns represent, in part, an
important desire to see historical justice done. But in terms of an
exploration of the films I’m talking about here, such criticisms do need to
be contextualised and worked through. It is in this sense that the following
comments on the war film, the action film and the muscular cinema are
offered.

That Chuck Norris, as I mentioned earlier, has sought to distance his
Missing In Action series from the anti-government populism of the Rambo
films, is perhaps indicative of the rather ambiguous articulation of America
and belonging in the Rambo series. Such ambiguities operate across the
muscular cinema more generally. In the Rambo series we see the articulation
of a masculinity which is out of place, with the films’ narratives fuelled by
problems of location. The films discussed here can be seen to repeatedly
pose a question: is there a place for the muscular hero in America? Just as
often, we find that neither America’s urban nor rural society has a place for
the hero. Increasingly then the powerful white hero is a figure who operates
in the margins, whilst in many senses continuing to represent dominance.
This is an important trait in many action pictures and is central to the
pleasures of the text.

In the three Rambo films, problems of location can be read via the
symbolic space of Vietnam and its relationship to America. In particular
this imaginary geography mobilises two key terms: home and hell. In First
Blood, home, specifically smalltown America, is defined as hellish. Rambo is
arrested for vagrancy, tortured and hunted, first by the local sheriff’s
department and then by the National Guard. The film ends with Rambo’s
much-ridiculed monologue of rage against an America in which he has no
place. Collapsing in tears into the arms of his military mentor, Colonel
Trautman, Rambo is finally led off into captivity. Rambo: First Blood Part II
opens with Rambo breaking rocks in jail. On the promise of a pardon, he
returns to Vietnam with a secret mission to search for American POWs. An
advertising slogan for the film told us that ‘What you call hell, he calls
home’ (i.e. Vietnam). This construction of Vietnam as home, which is
equated with a space where the hero can perform, is accompanied by the
paradoxical narrative struggle to bring the MIAs/POWs home (back to
America), to a place that is precisely defined as unwelcoming, which is far
from homely. Commenting on the populist themes of the Vietnam film, it is
with some surprise that Leslie Fiedler notes that ‘even in Rambo II’ the
hero’s ‘righteous wrath is directed at an American enemy’ (Fiedler 1990:
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398). In the final moments of the film, Rambo, refusing an offer to return
to the States and re-enlist, walks off into the sunset to live ‘day by day’.
This could be seen as a telling generic moment derived from the image of
the western hero or, alternatively, as typifying the empty nostalgia through
which some critics have categorised contemporary Hollywood.

Rambo’s ending was greeted with horror by critics who objected to the
speech in which Rambo, on behalf of the POWs, speaks of a desire for ‘our
country to love us as much as we love it’. As with many action movies, the
patriotic strength of such pleas is articulated alongside a narrative rejection
of America. Rambo makes his speech in response to Trautman’s mistaken
rebuke that, whilst the Vietnam war may have been wrong, he should not
‘hate his country’. Rambo replies that he would ‘die for it’, before leaving
the scene. He is discovered at the beginning of Rambo III living in a
buddhist monastery in Thailand where, according to the film’s publicity,
‘he has gone to find the inner peace that has always eluded him’. The
opening sequence of the film replays a scene from Cimino’s The Deer Hunter
(1978) with stick fighting taking the place of Russian roulette. Trautman,
the sole figure in military uniform amongst a crowd of gamblers, watches
Rambo fight but loses him in the chaos that follows. Here Rambo’s
immersion in the culture of the Orient is seen as positive, regenerating
rather than self-destructive as it appears in Cimino’s film. Of course the
history of western representations and uses of a mythicised ‘Orient’ is
complex in itself and too large a topic to be discussed in any great detail
here. Briefly, Rambo III invokes the ‘Orient’ as a space for white men and
women to discover themselves (self-discovery is a common theme of the
Vietnam narrative), along with a set of counter-cultural resonances which
have often been used precisely to define the otherness of the Vietnam
veteran within Hollywood cinema.11 Tom Laughlin’s Billy Jack (1971) is an
early example of the latter, a film which casts the veteran as not only a
hippy with an affinity for the American Indian, but as skilled in martial
arts. The all-American nationalism so much discussed in relation to the
Rambo films – Rambo as a ‘pin-up for the president’ – is also strangely
oppositional and absent, articulating a love of nation which is based on a
complex relationship to America.12

In thinking about these questions, Jeffords’s analysis of gender and
Vietnam representation can be positioned alongside the more general
concerns of the action picture. Rather than the specificity of the war movie,
the action picture offers the audience a complex identification with a hero
who asserts his right to belong to a nation which rejects him. Hence the
importance of a non-WASP, white ethnicity in, for example, American
gangster narratives. In the Rocky films, this emphasis on ethnicity is
maintained against the construction of black Americans and an Aryan-
Russian opponent. In the opening moments of Rambo, the muscular figure
of Stallone/Rambo is imaged as imprisoned, shot from above framed by
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barbed wire, and seen in close-up through a wire fence. Rejection is a
crucial term for a narrative which is based around the figure of those ‘left
behind’, the POWs. The sequence in which Rambo is abandoned by the
American military, with the rescue helicopter just out of reach, echoes a
visual repertoire established through various Vietnam films. Such images
express the powerlessness of the ‘ordinary soldier’ of which these narratives
speak, whilst at the same time they offer, in the figure of the muscular hero,
an extraordinary soldier. At a more general level, the play with a borderline
of acceptance and rejection defines cinematic figures such as the heroic
sergeant, the private eye and the rogue-cop, figures who are neither officers
nor criminals. It is worth pointing out, in terms of the processes of
identification at work here, that dispossessed groups do not necessarily
reject the nation of which they are a part. In the poem ‘I, Too, am
America’, Langston Hughes articulates the centrality of blackness to an
American identity. More than this the poem asserts that once the culture
realises its omission ‘They’ll see how beautiful I am/And be ashamed’.
Hughes asserts the right not only to be part of America, but to be part of a
necessarily changed understanding of that nation.13

Cinematic articulations of masculinity and nationhood are problematised
within American cultural traditions, particularly in terms of imaging
Vietnam, around the politics of ‘race’. Nationalism has provided a crucial
rhetorical language in a variety of anti-colonial struggles. Yet colonialist
discourse also operates within nations. Vietnam representation deploys
racial discourses in complex ways, from the Vietnamese, who are
(un)represented as invisible Orientals, to the black Americans who are
symbolically central, if marginal to the narrative, in films such as Platoon
and Hamburger Hill, and the white heroes who ‘find themselves’ within the
colonial space of Vietnam. Made during the conflict itself, the
propagandistic film The Green Berets (1968) had been careful to feature black
and Asian performers (such as Raymond St Jacques and George Takei)
acting alongside John Wayne as spokesmen for American intervention.
Whilst Vietnam was the first major conflict to follow the de-segregation of
the American military, the disproportionate numbers of casualties amongst
black soldiers has become a repeated point of protest (countered by official
denials) in an all too literal demonstration of the different values placed on
black and white American bodies. The war also came to a peak during a
time of political upheaval in the States, with the civil-rights movement and
protests against the war itself. This confluence, in the mid-1960s, was
accompanied by the very public protest against the war by figures such as
Muhammad Ali, who lost his title as heavyweight boxing champion for his
refusal to take up arms in Vietnam. Mary Ellison, in her discussion of black
music and the war, points to the clear anti-war views of prominent black
American activists, as well as the voicing of such views in black popular
culture. She also cites the anti-war sentiments expressed by black
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servicemen in Vietnam, sentiments which were expressed partly in terms of
an affinity for the Vietnamese struggle against the US in terms of a shared
colonial experience.14 The grim irony of the historical moment saw the
juxtaposition of the black struggle for equality in the States, with the
rhetoric of democracy that supposedly legitimated the war in Vietnam.

Just as ‘Vietnam’ films are not concerned to address the Vietnamese, or
the political issues surrounding the conflict, the contradictory experiences of
black American servicemen rarely form an explicit part of mainstream
American fictions. In Platoon a stylised black American culture (Motown
and marijuana) is juxtaposed with an equally stylised view of white redneck
culture (country music and beer). The film sets up two extreme spaces
which are associated with these groups, and the audience follows the white
hero’s dilemma: which imaginary identification will he make? Chris
(Charlie Sheen) is a volunteer in a drafted army, a literate middle-class
figure positioned amongst the ranks of the dispossessed. As in Hamburger
Hill, the stereotypical invisibility of the Vietnamese enemy allows a focus on
the tensions within the male group. As Jeffords’s analysis of the primacy of
gender implies, racial difference is constructed within the world of Platoon as
little more than a way to talk about the two different versions of masculine
identity that Chris is offered. Within the different terms of Rambo’s fantasy
narrative, we are offered the working through of a populist drama of the
dispossessed. This is exaggerated, with something of a parodic edge, in
Rambo III. Griggs, the voice of American officialdom, reels off the familiar
litany that, should Rambo be caught, ‘we’ll deny any participation or even
knowledge of your existence’. ‘I’m used to it’ replies Rambo, a phrase
which refers to the other films in the sequence, indeed the action genre, and
the ever more impossible odds the character faces, but also to Stallone’s star
image as an ‘underdog’ within a white immigrant community.

TRUTH AND VIETNAM DISCOURSE:
‘TELLING IT LIKE IT IS’

Narrative confusions, as some reviewers noted at the time of its release in
1984, mark Chuck Norris’s supposedly more ‘positive’ version of American
involvement in Vietnam. Whilst some of this may be put down to the
exigencies of low- to medium-budget feature film production, it is
nonetheless worth taking note. The narrative premise of both Missing In
Action and Missing In Action 2: The Beginning (both 1984) is that Norris, as
Colonel James Braddock, is in a POW camp in Laos. Yet we find him at
the beginning of Braddock: Missing In Action 3 (1988) at the fall of Saigon,
amidst the crowds of Vietnamese who are desperate to get into the
American embassy. Braddock has also acquired a Vietnamese wife, Lin,
who is inadvertently left behind, presumed dead, despite all the fuss made
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about his wife back home in the States during MIA 2. Twelve years later,
on discovering that Lin is not dead and that they have a son, Braddock
returns to Vietnam, wreaking havoc as he does so. America’s role in
Vietnam is rather messily expressed here through the figure of family and
parental responsibility. Perhaps it could be argued that a trajectory of
narrative coherence is not at issue in a cinema which is so much concerned
with spectacle, particularly in this, the mid-range of the market. Yet, if the
action cinema is informed by a sense of placelessness, Vietnam remains a
named, if completely imaginary, space, operating as a reference point for
shared experiences (for the male group), a training ground (for the
individual hero) or simply acting as a generalised explanation for the hero’s
instability.

The title of Alf Louvre and Jeffrey Walsh’s collection of writings, Tell Me
Lies About Vietnam, indicates the defining importance of a notion of truth in
the discourses around America’s Vietnam with which the book is
concerned. In their introduction, Louvre and Walsh emphasise the
importance of uncovering and retaining the details of historical evidence in
opposition to the fictions of the ‘blockbusting film’. They cite the example
of Rambo, a film which they claim is seen in unspecified ‘non-English-
speaking countries’ with ‘sub-titles that equate the Vietnamese with the
Japanese, the Russians with the Nazis’. Such a transformation they take as
an indication of how ‘ideological war is waged’, noting that even the film’s
‘slender historical referents’ have ‘been wholly replaced by myth, cliché and
stereotype’. For Louvre and Walsh such an ‘arrogant contempt for history
is profoundly dangerous’ (Louvre and Walsh 1988: 22–3). The equation
between the Vietnamese and the Japanese spoken of here certainly wouldn’t
be at odds with the anti-Japanese flavour of many Hong Kong action films,
and here the importance of international markets for the popular cinema
returns. In a similar vein, Leslie Fiedler writes of his surprise on learning
that ‘during the recent revolution there, a reporter had found a band of
Maoist guerillas in the Philippines watching Rambo on their Betamax’
(Fiedler 1990: 398). Such a phenomenon, the fluidity of historical referents
within an internationalised culture, makes sense in terms of the fictions that
popular films play and replay, the pleasures that the films offer. Though
these pleasures do not necessarily accord with the project of compiling a
detailed ethnography of the Vietnam war, they nonetheless bear a
relationship to a process of cultural accounting, in which issues of power,
oppression and the struggle against it, are worked out in stylised form. It is
in this sense that Leslie Fiedler sees Rambo as mythic, having both a specific
resonance in that it provides a narrative of American involvement in
Vietnam, and operating in terms of a generalised right-wing populism,
directed against all forms of governmental authority.

In the many critical and personal accounts that form part of Vietnam
representation, a notion of truth – ‘telling it like it is’ – has been vital. This
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partly reflects a need for those involved to tell their stories. Within such
discourses it is hard to see Rambo as anything other than insulting. Its
pleasures are those of fantasy, not those of realism. Yet it is clear from
Platoon that fantasy is also at work in those films initially hailed as ‘realistic’
in their portrayal of the conflict.15 It is not only the hotly-debated issue of
realism that is put into question here, but also the issue of whose fantasy,
whose story is at stake in the evaluation. The problem with Rambo, in this
sense, is the absence of a context: the films that haven’t been made (or
haven’t been distributed) and the stories that haven’t been told. To
compound this, many of those who made up the film’s audience would
have been more familiar with ‘Vietnam’ as a set of generic conventions than
as an historical reference point, or perhaps as an historical reference point
perceived through generic conventions.16 The stories of personal experience
that are often told about Vietnam also emerge as generic. Bruce Jackson
has written of his conversations with Vietnam veterans in which, whilst a
large proportion could assert that they knew of friends who had gone
through the archetypal ‘Nam’ experiences, few could themselves testify to
such experience. Jackson reports how he asked a class of veterans:
 

‘How many people in this room had a buddy who was spat
upon by an old lady or a hippie or something like that?’
Maybe a third of the hands went up.
‘How many people in this room were spat upon themselves?’
No hands went up.

(Jackson 1990: 402)
 
The importance of this for Jackson lies with the way in which the repetition
of powerful narratives provides a way to talk about some shared
experience, or indeed to make the experience one that is shared, whether it
is ‘true’ or not.17 Incidentally, both of the ‘experiences’ that are cited by the
veterans in Jackson’s study, are also referred to in Rambo’s final monologue
in First Blood.

Much is, necessarily, at stake for cultural critics, if not for all audiences,
in Hollywood’s representation of Vietnam. Yet the Hollywood cinema has
never been particularly committed to, or concerned with, the ‘accurate’
rendition of history. In their reluctance to engage with underlying economic
and political forces, films about Vietnam are little different from Hollywood
films about, for example, World War II. Such factors are, by and large, not
the concerns of a commercial, entertainment cinema. It is, for Walsh, no
defence of Hollywood’s Vietnam movies to say that other movies are just as
‘bad’. But should we look to the popular cinema for an analysis it cannot
provide, answers it cannot give? Through all those critical readings that see
movies that are ostensibly concerned with something else as being really
‘about Vietnam’, the possibility that movies ostensibly ‘about Vietnam’ may
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be more concerned with, and more interesting to think about in terms of,
other issues has received little consideration. Critical work in recent years
has done much to challenge and redefine the supposed objectivity of
‘history’ as a body of knowledge, asking whose story the discipline takes as
its subject. In this context, it is worth noting that when the action cinema
does take war as its setting, it is often addressed through the experience of
the soldier, in particular through the figure of the ‘grunt’ who is at the
bottom of the military hierarchy. In the much cited line from Rambo – ‘Do
we get to win this time?’ – it is far from clear who the ‘we’ refers to. This
confusion may indicate something of the complexities of the populist
address at work in this film. It might also allow us to think about the
complexities of the populist address per se.

More generally, the cinematic representation of the hero is bedevilled by
the need to provide a space in which he can perform, in which he can be,
in Laura Mulvey’s words, a dominating ‘figure in a landscape’ (Mulvey
1989: 20). A definition of the heroic figure emerges as one who is typically
outside, if not actually opposed to, the mainstream. He is a loner who
accrues an additional romanticism by being out of the ordinary. The
(temporary) rejection of violence is, perhaps ironically, a common theme of
the contemporary action narrative. This draws on a lengthy tradition of
representation in which we see heroes who have rejected their role as
soldiers or as officers of the law. The hero has often either retired from the
military and gone to seek life elsewhere, or operates at the periphery of
such organisations. Incidentally, I would suggest that this allows us to
distinguish a group of films, such as Top Gun and Platoon (both 1986), Full
Metal Jacket (1987) or Wings of the Apache (1990) which offer the military
setting as a space for male rites of passage. Often it is only a personal
motivation that can bring the hero out of his ‘retirement’. Witness, for
example, Chuck Norris’s Invasion USA (1985) in which Matt Hunter only
enters the battle to save America for the sake of pursuing an old rivalry,
and after the death of a close friend.

The opening sequences of Commando, a tongue-in-cheek action movie in
which Arnold Schwarzenegger stars as John Matrix, provide an indicative
example of the ambiguous state of ‘retirement’ in which the action hero is
often to be found. The film’s pre-credit sequence shows a series of
unexplained and violent assassinations carried out by an unidentified group
of men. Matrix is then revealed through fragmented close-ups of the
Schwarzenegger muscles, pumped-up as he carries a log over his shoulder.
The tough guy is then cast as loving father in a credit montage of scenes
featuring Matrix with his daughter Jenny – fishing, feeding deer, eating ice-
creams and teaching her martial arts. But Jenny is kidnapped in a raid on
their mountain retreat and Matrix is forced to move back into action. While
Matrix complains that he and Jenny ‘were going to build a normal life
here’, at the first sight (actually smell, since Matrix catches the odour of
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intruders) of action, he runs to the garden shed which is well stocked with
rifles. The military paraphernalia of the soldier has not been abandoned,
but exists in a sort of limbo which functions to question the possibility of
the very normalcy which is sought.

A certain populist appeal has been generically associated with the figure
of the hero who is outside or apart from state institutions, and who is
therefore in a sense untainted by their inevitable corruption. The figure of
the individual hero, pitted against the state, draws not only on pioneer
rhetoric, but also on those paranoid narratives of the 1970s in which the
hero finds himself enmeshed in a conspiracy that ultimately leads either to
his own boss, or to the very top of the political, military or law
enforcement hierarchy. Of course, such ambiguities about the position of
the hero in relation to authority, his loyalties and allegiances, are now
clichés expressed, for example, through the hero’s ritual assertion that there
‘won’t be a next time’. Such clichés obviously relate in part to the
refinement of the sequel as a cinematic form, so that if the hero is
successful in his box-office mission then there may well be a ‘next time’.
This structure of repetition is mocked in Die Hard 2 with McClane’s
rhetorical question, addressed to himself: ‘How can the same shit happen to
the same guy twice?’

‘DO WE GET TO WIN THIS TIME?’

Within the muscular action cinema, images of the bodybuilder hero as self-
created and as produced for display, are played off against discourses of
natural strength, in which he is presented as a gifted individual. Thus
Schwarzenegger’s character smells the human enemy approaching in
Commando, whilst in Predator he covers himself in mud to elude the alien
killer. Such images mark his character out as something of a ‘natural
warrior’, particularly when the hero’s self-sufficiency is contrasted to
representations of America’s high-tech weaponry. The sense of being at
home within a natural setting also informs the portrayal of Rambo, who
employs the techniques of guerilla warfare, his habitat signalled as the
jungle of Vietnam or the American forests of First Blood, in which he tells
Sheriff Teasle, ‘In town you’re the law, out here it’s me’. Such an
identification returns us to populist themes, particularly in Rambo’s
ambiguous alignment with nature and against a technology that is defined
as bureaucratic. Despite reference to the oft-seen image of Rambo with
rocket-launcher, the bow and arrow and the knife are key weapons within
the Rambo narratives. Together with Rambo’s Indian/German descent,
these weapons invoke the figure of the ‘noble savage’. An associated
atavism comes to the fore in Rambo’s spectacular destruction of computer
hardware at the operational base in Thailand.
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Yet Rambo’s bow and arrow are also high-tech, combining the image of
a simple technology with spectacular explosions. As J. Hoberman points
out, there is a deliberate, and quite effective, confusion at work in these
films between images of conquering nature and identifying with it. His
talismanic long hair locates Rambo as ‘wild’, associated with nature rather
than culture – in First Blood Teasle advises him to get a haircut in order to
avoid any further police harassment. ‘Rambo’, says Hoberman, ‘is a superb
icon: a hippie he-man . . . a patriotic loner . . . a sort of Apache Übermensch
or a Prussian noble savage’ (Kruger and Mariani 1989: 187). Such a
collision of qualities offers a complex, and confusing, articulation of
masculine identity. Of course Hollywood cinema, indeed popular culture
more generally, does not operate within a simple binary system and is
routinely able to bring together such sets of seemingly contradictory
qualities. The physical power of figures like Rambo, a power that is marked
primarily through the body, is showcased within a narrative which also
offers the ritualised suffering of the male hero as spectacle.

In her analysis of the Rocky cycle, Valerie Walkerdine writes that boxing
‘turns oppression into a struggle to master it, seen as spectacle’ (Burgin et
al. 1986: 172). She signals class as a key and somewhat neglected term
through which images of fighting and the male body need to be
conceptualised. The Rocky films point to the way in which the body of the
working-class man is both subjected (to the rigours of labour) and resistant.
This is made explicit in Rocky II with the play of different images of
masculine identity. Rocky is commissioned to advertise ‘Beast’ aftershave,
but is fired because he is unable to read the ‘dummy cards’ on the set. His
illiteracy prevents him from getting an office job, and he is later laid off
from the meat factory where he has taken a temporary manual job. These
images of failure in the world of work are set against Rocky’s plea to his
wife, who wishes him to give up fighting, to allow him to ‘be a man’.
When Rocky works in the meat factory, he is isolated in the shot, clearly
distinguished from the rest of the men. In such ways Rocky can be both
ordinary, a representative of the group, and extraordinary, an individual
able to fight for, and win, the world title. The character of Rocky is clearly
constructed in terms of the Italian immigrant community to which he
belongs. In turn, this is opposed to the champ, Apollo Creed, a ‘flash’ black
American who has no clear location within an ethnic, or any other,
community. Creed is only seen with his wife in a huge mansion, or with his
trainer at work. Creed’s articulate speech, his ability to use the media, mark
him out as a stylised enemy in both class and racial terms. Creed’s story of
struggle cannot, it seems, be told within the Rocky films which offer him up
as a rich and intelligent member of the boxing establishment. That this
drama is played out in the boxing ring – one arena in which black men
have found a space to perform within American culture – makes Rocky’s
triumph very much at the expense of a racially constituted other. The
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contradictions of masculine identity generated in the narrative around class
– the working-class man, who sells his labour, does not have the resources
necessary to ‘be a man’ – are worked out through racial difference.

A key figure from the conspiratorial narratives of the 1970s, which feed
into the anti-government feeling of the Rambo films, is that of the
investigative journalist. Rambo is initially cast in this role, sent into
Vietnam to take pictures of a ‘deserted’ prison camp, though it is ultimately
revealed that the whole escapade is a cover-up and the hero is abandoned
by the same government forces who dispatched him. In contrast to the
figure of the heroic journalist invoked in All The President’s Men (1976), the
physical actor is constructed as inarticulate, unable to speak. In response to
the suggestion that Rambo articulated the nation’s mood, one critic retorts
‘Articulate? Hardly. Stallone . . . substitutes oafish muttering for dialogue’.
Rambo is dubbed ‘Zombo’, a figure who ‘grunts’ the final speech which is
‘the nearest he comes to a full sentence’. Linked to the zombie, to the living
dead, Rambo here becomes both a comic and a fearful figure. It was
precisely this kind of rhetorical transformation which allowed the use of
‘Rambo’, within the British press, in an hysterical discourse about violence
in the cinema. Within the terms of the film, Rambo is precisely constructed
as a ‘grunt’, as one of the voiceless figures contemplated by Chris Taylor in
Platoon. At the same time as Rambo is a ‘grunt’, he is also given a fantastic
strength and a colonial stage on which to play out a fantasy of retribution.

In thinking about the political impact of these films, I want to return to
the phrase ‘dumb movies for dumb people’, the critical characterisation of
muscular cinema as retrograde entertainment for those who know no better.
The popular audience emerges here as a powerful figure of the
dispossessed, signalling those groups who have been effectively silenced and
then designated too ‘dumb’ to speak. Recalling Rutherford’s opposition
between ‘new man’ and ‘action man’, we can see here how cultural (class)
power is associated with an articulate, verbal masculinity, an identity that is
played off against a masculinity defined through physicality. In constructing
this opposition as if western culture allowed men the freedom to choose,
power is simply left out of the equation. In the proliferation of critical
writings that seek to explain the ‘obvious’ ideological project or the ‘facile’
pleasures of Rambo, the verbal dexterity of critics is brought to the fore –
the film seems to bring out all manner of puns, alliteration, rhetorical
flourishes and beautiful turns of phrase. Whilst critics repeatedly assert that
there is nothing more to be said, more and more words are generated
through a desire to explain the impossible (inexplicable) success of Rambo.

Rambo, a film in the most part distasteful to the reviewers of the liberal
press, became an issue due to its popularity, signalling a concern with the
response to the film rather than the film itself, a concern with the audience.
For instance Derek Malcolm’s Guardian review compared the ‘simplistically
reactionary’ Rambo with the previous summer’s Red Dawn, which was less
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disturbing since less successful. What was at issue for Malcolm, and others,
in thinking about Rambo was ‘a success so huge that you have to question
why’. He suggests that when one does ‘only a fool would not be worried
that an action movie of this banality should be received with such evident
satisfaction’. He writes of ‘hundreds of thousands of young Americans
baying in the aisles’, telling us that we can learn a lesson from Rambo. Our
‘knee-jerk liberal horror should be muted’ since:
 

It’s much better to know what we face than not to admit it.
Rambo is an excellent lesson in how the far right gains the
support of the very people to whom it should be anathema.
Perhaps, in a revolting way, the film’s good for us.

 
Here Malcolm sets up and works through an opposition between us and
them – the sophisticated liberal us and the passive victims baying in the
aisles, them.

Of course the central populist discourse structuring Rambo draws
precisely on an us/them dichotomy, however shifting and ambiguous it may
be. Indeed the articulation of masculinity and national identity through the
figure of the muscular anti-hero offers a more complex set of signifiers than
left/liberal discourses can seem to allow. Critical responses to this film, and
to the action cinema more generally, are deeply paradoxical. Rambo/
Stallone is taken to signal a threatening and out-of-control masculinity, but
is both disturbing and ridiculous since he looks like a woman (his ‘breasts’
and long hair). Rambo represents an all-American call to nationalism which
confuses hell and home. Finally, Rambo is criticised for the erasure of
history, for a chauvinist dehumanisation of the Vietnamese. Yet surely it is
worth questioning why the critical response to this must be to draw on
pathologising discourses which radically dehumanise the audience? Which
is also to ask, what is at stake in the processes whereby the popular cinema
becomes the object of a concerned analysis?
 



SPECTACULAR BODIES

146

themselves be lesbian, which would in turn entail the abnegation
of traditionally feminine powers and privileges.

(Holmlund 1989: 43)
 
Apart from the construction of the audience for the film as exclusively
heterosexual, we can note here how the pleasure of looking at these bodies
– what Root calls the film’s ‘uninviting subject matter’ – is erased by a
feminist analysis which takes on the role of looking at and pronouncing
judgement on popular culture. Holmlund’s analysis depends on a clear
distinction between the interdependent categories of heterosexual and
homosexual. Yet might not part of the pleasure of the film be the
dissolution of such rigid categories within the imaginary space of the
cinema? Laurie Schulze, who initially sets out the deconstructive aspects of
the female bodybuilder, produces a similar analysis in which this figure is
complexly incorporated back into a patriarchal heterosexual mainstream
due to an insistence on her femininity. Schulze argues that the female
bodybuilder ‘must be anchored to heterosexuality; if she is not, she may
slip through the cracks in the hegemonic system into an oppositional
sexuality that would be irrecuperable’ (Gaines and Herzog 1990: 61). Yet,
in terms of the problematising of borders and boundaries, it is precisely the
femininity of the female bodybuilder that destabilises her relationship to the
supposedly secure categories of sex, sexuality and gender. By existing across
supposedly opposed categories, the female bodybuilder reveals the artifice
of that opposition. Casting lesbianism as an irrecuperable, or even an
oppositional, sexuality attempts instead to secure a binary logic. Judith
Butler makes the same point when she signals the ways in which a notion
of homosexuality supports and structures, is in fact necessary to,
heterosexuality (Butler 1990). Indeed Schulze finds in the interviews she
conducts with lesbians on the subject of female bodybuilding, a
conservatism about gendered and sexed bodily identity. Schulze reports
rather than analyses the responses she received, though she makes clear the
extent to which the muscular-yet-feminine female body is found to be
disturbing because it falls between conventional categories of sexed and
gendered identity, categories which are as important to lesbian identities as
they are to straight identities.11 It is in such a way that the polymorphous
perversity, which characterises Catherine Tramell in Basic Instinct, necessarily
fails the political demands of a homosexuality defined in opposition to
heterosexuality.

‘MUSCULINITY’ AND THE ACTION HEROINE

In thinking about the contemporary action heroine it would be a mistake to
rely exclusively on the critical models associated with the femme fatale which

Jasper Lauderdale
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are useful in thinking about Basic Instinct, since the heroines of other
successful films of this period, such as Silence of the Lambs and Aliens, as well
as Fatal Beauty or the China O’Brien films discussed in Chapter 1, are neither
outlaws nor criminal. Their behaviour – going against the rules, going out
on a limb – operates as a variant on that of the populist action hero who
must break the law in order to secure some kind of justice in the world.
Thus in the two Aliens films Ripley finds herself doing battle not only with
the Alien, but with a conspiratorial company which has a ruthless disregard
for human life. In Silence of the Lambs, trainee Clarice Starling is invited to
participate in the FBI’s investigation of serial killer ‘Buffalo Bill’ only to be
systematically excluded from it. An early image frames Starling, at the FBI
training centre, as the only woman in an elevator car full of men. Most of
the group tower over her, whilst the pale blue of her sweatshirt contrasts to
the red in which the men are dressed, emphasising her relative isolation.
She ultimately aligns herself with a serial killer, Hannibal Lecter, who can
provide her with clues as to the killer’s identity and motivation, scraps of
evidence withheld by Jack Crawford and his team. Finally it is Starling’s
perception that leads her to the killer’s house – her quiet arrival intercut
with all the blasting of Crawford and company bursting noisily into an
empty house, armed to the teeth.

The position of the action heroine in relation to the institutions of the
state is often as problematic as that of the hero, though this is necessarily
represented in different ways. A key film in this respect is Kathryn
Bigelow’s Blue Steel, which stars Jamie Lee Curtis as a rookie New York
cop. Blue Steel is a complex, psychological thriller which attempts to explore
the role of women in the action cinema. The film both invokes and teases
out the implications of the sexualised gloss that is often played out over the
figure of the action heroine. Working through a sustained cinematic
weapons fetish, Blue Steel follows through the difficult institutional location
of Curtis’s character, Megan Turner. At three moments, spread through the
course of the narrative, Turner is asked why she became a cop. That this is
insistently an issue is crucial to the rather eerie tone of the film, which has
Turner play with the answers that it might be possible to give to this
question: that she wanted to shoot people, or that she loves violence.
Finally, she simply murmurs, ‘him’. This last explanation is the most
ambiguous – does ‘him’ refer to her father, with whom she is in conflict
throughout the film, the serial killer Eugene with whom she is involved, or
a more generalised ‘he’? Yet an uncertainty also significantly surrounds the
‘joke’ explanations that Turner gives. Her deadpan assertions that she
became a cop for the violence are given in response to the different
attitudes, contemptuous, incredulous, fearful or patronising, that the men
she meets take towards her role. Questions of status and authority are
further worked through in Turner’s relationship to her father and her
attitude to his violent treatment of her mother. Ultimately she arrests him,
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cuffing him and dragging him to the car, though she can’t finally turn him
in.

The films discussed above all work with a variety of types of femininity,
defined and redefined through the body and through the invocation and
transgression of the kinds of behaviour considered appropriate for women.
In Alien, Sigourney Weaver’s Ripley is defined against a series of other
female types, such as Lambert, who is weak and hysterical and, at a more
metaphoric level, the ship’s computer Mother. Barbara Creed has
demonstrated the many ways in which the film works through monstrous
images of femininity, in particular through the characterisation of the Alien
(Creed 1986; 1987). The spaceship, as a science-fiction microcosm of
humanity, includes women within its world. The inclusion of women in
both the civilian crew of the Nostromo in Alien and the military team of
Aliens signals both the metaphoric status of the drama that they enact, and
the fact that it is set in the future. Yet, despite her rank, the narrative makes
certain that Ripley should still be seen to struggle to establish her authority
with Ash in Alien, a struggle that reprises an earlier scene, in which Parker
and Brett drown out her words with steam. These hierarchical conflicts
effectively position Ripley as an outsider action heroine. As we have seen,
such a marginality is crucial to the characterisation of the action hero
within Hollywood cinema. Similarly, as the marines in Aliens emerge from
their ‘hyper-sleep’, they are reassembled into a military team of which
Ripley is clearly not a part. Although Ripley is initially separated from the
‘grunts’ and associated with the military command, her populist allegiance
to the troops quickly becomes clear.

The military coding of Aliens redefines the premise of the original to
some extent since, as with other sequels, it must deal with the fact that the
audience may already be familiar with the source of the film’s horror and
threat. At first Ripley is positioned on the top table with the lieutenant who,
as one of the soldiers puts it, ‘think’s he’s too good to eat with the rest of
the grunts’. The hostility in Aliens, between an experienced crew and an
inexperienced and bureaucratic officer, is familiar from a range of war and
action movies. Whilst the military are in uniform and Burke, the company
representative on the mission, is in civvies, Ripley’s dress, with leather
flying jacket and fatigues, is iconographically somewhere between the two.
Early on she tells Burke that she is ‘not a soldier’ but as previously noted,
despite being initially jumpy, Ripley is ultimately able to take command. As
with any populist hero, the turning point comes when the military team
find themselves defenceless against an Alien attack and the ineffectual
lieutenant hesitates about pulling them out. Ripley seizes the controls of the
armoured car from which they are monitoring the massacre, driving into
the complex to rescue the troops. When it is revealed that the company has
betrayed them all, as in the first film, it is clear whose interests Ripley
defends, and she gradually emerges as the ‘natural leader’ of the platoon.
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When most of the military have been either killed or lie unconscious,
Ripley suggests that Corporal Hicks take command. At this point Burke
gives away his company allegiance, and his contempt for the platoon by
calling Hicks a ‘grunt’. We can contrast Ripley’s incorporation into the
military team with the isolation of Whoopi Goldberg’s character in Fatal
Beauty, discussed in Chapter 1. Goldberg/Rizzoli is repeatedly attacked by
both cop colleagues and villains, assailed with verbal insults and physical
violence. The film offers no supportive team to back her up, so that
Goldberg is isolated within both the film frame and the narrative. Which is
to say, to be a team player involves being admitted to the team in the first
place.

Aliens further presents us with the striking figure of Jenette Goldstein as
Private Vasquez, a muscular woman with cropped hair. Gesturing at Ripley
in an early scene, Vasquez asks a fellow soldier ‘Who’s Snow White?’,
establishing something of a distance between the two, though they
ultimately find themselves on the same side. Butch but not boyish, Vasquez
is an iconic tough action heroine. Since Vasquez is a team player, not an
outsider, she is ultimately allied with Ripley against the company and the
military authorities. On waking from hyper-sleep she immediately starts
doing pull-ups in front of the screen, and in a notorious scene responds to a
male colleague’s question ‘Ever been mistaken for a man?’ with the reply
‘No, have you?’ before slapping the hands of her buddy within the unit.
Vasquez enacts the female action persona of the ‘ballbusting’ woman.
Leona, played by Maria Conchita Alonso in Predator 2 has a similar role,
literally grabbing an annoying male cop’s crotch. Later in a bar she asks
him ‘How are your balls?’ to which he responds ‘Fine – How are yours?’
All this posing and verbal horseplay dwells on, and comically works over,
the problems of the figure of the tough woman in the male team. In order
to function effectively within the threatening, macho world of the action
picture, the action heroine must be masculinised. The masculinisation of
the female body, which is effected most visibly through her muscles, can be
understood in terms of a notion of ‘musculinity’. That is, some of the
qualities associated with masculinity are written over the muscular female
body. ‘Musculinity’ indicates the way in which the signifiers of strength are
not limited to male characters. These action heroines though, are still
marked as women, despite the arguments advanced by some critics that
figures like Ripley are merely men in drag.

In Terminator 2 Linda Hamilton’s tough physique is played off against the
strength-in-fluidity of the monstrous T1000 which pursues her and her son
John. The T1000 can take on any form and imitate any voice, though he
spends most of the film cast as an LA cop. At times we see him turn into a
mercurial liquid, reconstituting himself when damaged. His limbs can also
be transformed into sharp metallic tools. I argued earlier that the T1000’s
fluid ability to transform his body constructs him as a feminised monster, in
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contrast to the solidity of Schwarzenegger as the protective cyborg, the
good Terminator. The terror of the T1000 lies partly in its ability to
transform its body from fluidity to a sharp metallic hardness, as when it
tortures Sarah Connor by stabbing her with an arm transformed into a
blade. Whilst such images obviously draw on figures of penetration, they
also bring up once more themes of the vulnerability and invulnerability of
the body already discussed in relation to the male hero. The significance of
this motif in relation to the action heroine is discussed below.

POWER AND POWERLESSNESS: THE BODY OF THE
HEROINE

Whilst Sigourney Weaver’s persona as Ripley has been a firm favourite
with audiences, an inordinate amount of debate has been given over to the
political implications of the final scenes in which, thinking she has
destroyed the Alien, she undresses in preparation for sleep. Ripley’s near-
nakedness, her vulnerability in this sequence is not an insignificant
narrative moment, but neither is it the only image in the film, or a moment
only for male viewers as some critics have suggested. This much-discussed
moment of the film can also be understood in terms of the extreme images
of bodily vulnerability and invulnerability that are mobilised in the action
cinema. As with much of the Hollywood cinema, action films operate in
part to dramatise transgression – a transgression that may take the form of
the breaking of official codes of the law as in Thelma and Louise. These codes
can often be taken to stand in for symbolic codes of social behaviour.
Transgression is a term resonant for feminism, implying the crossing of
boundaries and the breaking of taboos. Feminist film studies has paid much
attention, for example, to the figure of the femme fatale, a woman who
destroys the hero, and ultimately herself, with her monstrous desires. Crime
cinema is concerned with the delineation of normality and perversion at the
obvious level of narrative content. But the cinema is also concerned to
explore the exciting and often sexualised border that it thus calls into being,
articulating the heroism of the gangster and his tragic demise, the sleaziness
of law enforcement and the horrors of feeling trapped by the law. The
establishment and transgression of limits is the stuff of Hollywood cinema
rather than an occasional by-product. Thus, a politicised understanding of
the image and of narrative content, such as that offered by feminism, needs
to be supplemented by a sense of the image at play within a narrative
dynamic which produces the cinematic experience as sensuous, rather than
simply cerebral.

In James Cameron’s sequel, Aliens, Ripley is again both a vulnerable and
a powerful figure. The tension between power and powerlessness, which is
that generated by the law, is also explored and exploited in action/ science-
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fiction films such as RoboCop and Total Recall which centre on men. The
body of the hero or heroine, though it may be damaged, represents almost
the last certain territory of the action narrative. In RoboCop and Total Recall
neither the body nor the mind is certain, both being subject to state control
within a science-fiction dystopia. In RoboCop the figure of the cyborg plays
off the metallic shell of the hero with its seeming invulnerability, against the
glimpses of human flesh and the memories of a human past maintained
beneath. Total Recall plays off the body of Schwarzenegger, famous as Mr
Universe, within a narrative in which his mind has been stolen – again the
hero finds himself powerless, mentally manipulated by a ruthless
government agency. Similar problems of identity afflict Murphy/RoboCop,
who has flashbacks of his former life, images which seem to be taken from
home video since they are transmitted to us through his mechanical ‘eyes’.
Such images draw on the generic currency of conspiratorial science-fiction.
When all else fails, the body of the hero, and not his voice, or his capacity
to make a rational argument, is the place of last resort. That the body of
the hero is the sole narrative space that is safe, that even this space is
constantly under attack, is a theme repeatedly returned to within the action
cinema.

In Aliens Ripley is positioned as out of place in a future world of which
she knows little (she has been in hyper-sleep for fifty-seven years). Feeling
like a ‘fifth wheel’ amongst the military team, Ripley boosts her status with
the grunts by offering to take on a manual task at which she is proficient,
donning a kind of mechanical skin – the loader, used to transport stores –
which gives her a physical power that she is later to use in tackling the
film’s monstrous mother Alien. The sheer bulk of the loader gives Ripley
physical stature. In this striking image the heroine directly enacts a fantasy
of physical empowerment, one which is usually reserved for the hero. Her
relative powerlessness, her physical vulnerability, is played with so that
Weaver’s femaleness additionally eroticises this fantasy of power through
the transgression of gender boundaries. A much-reproduced publicity image
of Weaver showed her clutching a child in one arm, weapon in another. In
her confrontation with the alien the loader provides only partial protection
as the monster extends its teeth inside its frame, snapping at Ripley’s face.

The casting of women as the protagonists in the cop movie, the road
movie, the science-fiction film and so on shifts and inflects the traditional
vulnerability of the hero in such films. This is a set of genres, after all, in
which the hero is constantly subject to physical violence. For women this
physical vulnerability is easily mapped onto the sexualised violence of rape.
The possibility of violent rape which threatens the action hero is generally
only implied – though images of bodily penetration abound. Perhaps this
serves to flesh out Ridley Scott’s statement that Thelma and Louise is ‘not
about rape’ but about ‘choices and freedom’.12 For a narrative centred on a
female protagonist, rape offers one powerful way to articulate issues of
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freedom and choice. These issues are the substance of the road movie, as
much as is the conflict between the responsibilities of home and family on
the one hand, the delights of adventures and same-sex friendship on the
other. Similarly, the maternal bond that is invoked in films such as Aliens
and Terminator 2 both strengthens and weakens the heroine in ways that
draw on the complex history of ‘woman’ as a term within representation.

There is a whole range of determinants informing the production of the
woman as action heroine in recent cinema. Her appearance can be seen to
signal, amongst other factors, a response to feminism and the exhaustion of
previous formulae. But as we have seen in relation to the problems which
have surrounded the typecasting of Whoopi Goldberg as a black woman
within Hollywood action pictures, images do not operate on some blank
page but within cultural contexts which are crowded with competing
images and stereotypes. The figure of the action hero is relentlessly pursued
and punished, both mentally and physically. Beatings in back alleys and in
boxing rings abound. The climactic moment of many action pictures is the
final fight between the hero and the opponent who is physically stronger.
The triumphal conquest over physical punishment is saturated with a
different kind of coding when we are dealing with a heroine and the
(almost always) already sexualised female body on the screen. Drawing on
codes of chivalry, male violence against women has typically functioned
within the Hollywood cinema as a signifier of evil. Feminism has proposed
a rather different understanding of violence against women in relation to
institutionalised male power, often expressed through metaphors of physical
strength versus weakness. In thinking about women in the action film more
specifically, we should consider that if women on the screen are excessively
sexualised then so is the violence to which they are subject. This returns us
to the frequent repetition of images and narratives associated with rape.
The rape-revenge narrative is often used to provide a justification (since one
is generally needed) for female violence in movies such as I Spit on Your
Grave, Ms 45/Angel of Vengeance and the psychological thriller Mortal Thoughts.
Seen against such a history, for the action heroine as much as the action
hero, the development of muscles as a sort of body armour signifies
physical vulnerability as well as strength.
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