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			Introduction

		

		
			Reel Men at War: Masculinity and the American War Film considers the influence that war films may have on the socialization of young males in American society. Boys and young men in the United States spend a considerable amount of time watching and learning codes of manly behaviors, values, and taboos from war films, other genres of action films, and television. These impressions of manhood are later reinforced when they play video games on their laptops or handheld devices. And since Hollywood never wastes a popular story on a single medium, these scenarios are often repurposed in other media as remakes or sequels of earlier war films, graphic novels, comic books, television series, and even earlier video games. Sadly, American boys often spend more time exposed to fictional media models of manliness on the screen and television than they spend with their fathers. In prior generations, fathers and father-figure relatives were the most influential examples to imitate as boys transitioned from the nurturing world of women to the often insensitive, taciturn, and stoic world of rough, tough, manly men. So, if media have become the principal teacher of socialization, what are boys learning? What Hollywood-created manly behaviors, values, and taboos do war films reinforce? Conversely, what unmanly behaviors do war films clearly prohibit?

			The scope of this book cannot hope to cover the waterfront of multimedia impressions from which the modern youngster can choose. Instead, it concentrates on the eldest and most established of these influential media—the motion picture—viewed today on the big screen as well as on television and portable personal media. As previously stated, since successful stories are routinely recycled among various contemporary media, studying a historically great source of initial stories is as good a place as any to begin an investigation. Reel Men at War presents an analysis and critique of screenplay texts, acting, directing emphasis, and visual communication of this phenomenon as found in 143 representative American war films and other motion pictures made for television.

			Also, in notes found at the end of each chapter, coauthor Dr. Karen MacDonald comments on these films’ treatment of the psychology of war and warriors, as displayed in the behaviors and statements of the characters that American war film writers and producers have chosen as principal and supporting actors. It is our hope that these psychological perspectives will put fictional movie characters and their behaviors into a more realistic human perspective. This is especially relevant today, as reports estimate that between 20 and 35 percent of the men and women returning home from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan are burdened with some form of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). In her clinical psychology practice outside St. Louis, Missouri, Dr. MacDonald herself has had many such returning warriors as patients. Does such a high incidence of PTSD among returning soldiers have anything to do with the huge disparity between the romantic, tidier versions of wartime killing and dying these men learned from movies they viewed growing up? Establishing cause and effect relationships is far beyond the scope of this or any single book, but it is hoped that the many myths about manhood and manly behaviors discussed here—how a real man should act when dropped into the middle of a war, or afterward—contribute to the body of knowledge of lasting impressions on young people created by modern media, and, in particular, the American motion picture.

			Chapter 1 discusses the process boys experience when they leave behind their childhood world of women and enter the male milieu and how this is mirrored in films depicting military training. Chapter 2 considers the controlling influence of sports on males—as a peacetime alternate to manly combat—and the widespread use of sports metaphors in the rhetoric of both war and sports (war is not a game, remember?). Chapter 3 outlines male stereotypes in war films, both the positive, as specific, mediated models to emulate, and negative ones, as examples to avoid. Since the pecking order for manly men begins at the top, we have included chapter 4, which considers how men in war either learn to be leaders (a manly virtue), or fail to lead, providing yet another negative, unmanly, “mamby-pamby” example for young audiences to avoid. In chapter 5, we inquire among various war film notions of courage and bravery and their reality in fact. Finally, in chapter 6, we examine why some men admire and even love war and revisit the sporting concept of winning. In this chapter, we consider how these films reinforce the value of winning so highly that characters wantonly sacrifice themselves and other soldiers’ lives to obtain it and avoid at all costs donning the mantle of “loser.”

			This book is dedicated to young American soldiers, who, under the influence of all these impressions, confidently march off to fame, glory, and “the win” but never return.

			If you are able,

			save for them a place

			inside of you

			and save one backward glance

			when you are leaving

			for the places they

			no longer go.

			Be not ashamed to say

			you loved them,

			though you may

			or may not have always.

			Take what they have left

			and what they have taught you

			with their dying

			and keep it with your own.

			And in that time

			when men decide and feel safe

			to call the war insane,

			take one moment to embrace

			those gentle heroes

			you left behind.

			—Maj. Michael Davis O’Donnell

			1 January 1970

			Dak To, Vietnam

			Shown onscreen at the end of the film Hamburger Hill, 1987

		

	


	
		
			1

			Men and War

		

		
			In Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), sensitive, intellectual Pfc. Peter Conway (John Agar) bitterly recalls his marine colonel father’s constant disapproval, revealing his jealousy over the colonel’s admiration of macho Sgt. Stryker (John Wayne), by saying the following:

			I embarrassed my father. I wasn’t tough enough for him—too soft. “No guts” was the phrase he used. Now Stryker: He’s the type of man my father wanted me to be . . . yeah. I bet [his father and Stryker] got along just fine together. Both of them with ramrods strapped on their backs. (Sands of Iwo Jima, 1949)

			During the process in which American boys become socialized, parents, relatives, and peers present them with hundreds of admonitions describing what they must not become. Unfortunately, most of these caveats, delivered by well-meaning family and friends, amount to simplistic, anxiety-arousing prohibitions against any behavior deemed vaguely stereotypical of the female or homosexual male (Hacker, 1957; Hartley, 1976; Sabo and Runfola, 1980). In addition, because maleness is sometimes a difficult concept to define in positive terms, and because men themselves are often closedmouthed about it, youngsters are mostly left to their own devices to sort out manly from unmanly behaviors to imitate or avoid.

			Increasingly in our television-centered culture, boys find that male heroes they view in popular media are among the most accessible, frequently encountered, and publicly approved models for manly socialization. It is a sad but true commentary on our society that these youngsters often spend more time per week observing these mediated men than with their own fathers (Barcus, 1983).1
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					Stryker (John Wayne) arguing with Conway (John Agar) in Sands of Iwo Jima. Republic / Photofest © Republic

				

			

			Besides what they find in other forms of electronic media, there are many kinds of simplistic examples of stereotypical manhood readily available to children and young adults in films and television series. They range from such older, basic types, as the heroes found in westerns and war pictures, to newer permutations of the warrior, as found in Superman, Batman, G.I. Joe, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and Mighty Morphin Power Rangers series. Regardless of which heroes and eras are viewed by young boys, it is in portrayals of the warrior that the aggressive qualities of the male of the species are the least inhibited by the moderating influences of civilization.

			Cowboy Heroes

			For males over the age of fifty, the cowboy was one of their earliest media models: “The rugged ‘he-man,’ strong, resilient, resourceful, capable of coping with overwhelming odds” (Balswick and Peek, 1976, 55). Thus, many of these boys’ first adult male role-play simulations consisted of imitating some six-gun-toting symbol of tall, tanned, squint-eyed, understated masculinity. It’s no wonder, then, that this first generation of young men to display the results of television’s power to create such models (those raised on Hopalong Cassidy, the Lone Ranger, and the Cisco Kid) would dream dreams of frontier life similar to Philip Caputo in his book and subsequent television miniseries A Rumor of War (1980):

			(voice-over) I would dream of that savage, heroic time [the old west] and wish I had lived then, before America became a land of salesmen and shopping centers. This is what I wanted, to find in a commonplace world a chance to live heroically. Having known nothing but security, comfort, and peace, I hungered for danger, challenges, and violence. (A Rumor of War, 1980)

			As both Ronald Carpenter (1990) and Julian Smith (1975) suggest, war films are really just westerns taking place in locations other than the west. After all, in addition to their many similarities, both are essentially melodramatic portrayals of men performing virile, courageous deeds designed to protect helpless civilians from some variety of aggressor. Whether these villains are land-hungry cattle barons, rampaging Indians, rapacious Nazis, sly Japanese, stealthy Viet Cong, or religious fanatics on a jihad, the positive outcomes (good triumphs over evil) are mostly the same. Thus, regardless of the passage of time and the popularity of genres, sooner or later, most young boys’ playacting evolves in sophistication into their twentieth-century equivalent—the soldier in modern warfare.

			War Is a Gendering Activity

			Susan Jeffords (1989), Eric Leed (1989), and others maintain that war itself is a gendering activity—one of the few remaining true male experiences in our society. Even the increasingly androgynous U.S. armed forces’ liberalizing of regulations regarding sexual equality still stops short of complete parity in many combat assignments. Female casualty lists in Iraq and Afghanistan notwithstanding, American paternalistic culture seems to stop short of equality when deciding whether to order women into harm’s way. When women do fight in American war pictures, Hollywood often shows it to be an aberration. For example, in A Guy Named Joe (1943), Irene Dunne flies a dangerous bombing mission, but she does so without permission, and only with guardian angel pilot Spencer Tracy to assist her with the manlier, tactical aspects of the attack.

			In This Land Is Mine (1943) and Edge of Darkness (1943), Ann Sheridan and Maureen O’Hara end up fighting back against the Nazis, but only as civilians attempting to resist an occupying force, not as soldiers. In more recent years, such heroines as Meg Ryan in Courage under Fire (1996) and Demi Moore in G.I. Jane (1997) have pushed the envelope in war films, but the plots of these films center on their femininity, gender discrimination in the military, and their fellow male soldiers’ disdain for women accompanying them into (ironically) no man’s land: the battlefield. Although science fiction often manages to equally place women in harm’s way and even promotes them to positions of command, it is in a future that has yet to arrive. Assisting with the notion that women can fight was the Vietnam War allegory Aliens (1986), in which “civilian” Sigourney Weaver finds herself propelled into deadly personal combat with an army of monsters, but only after most of the platoon of mostly male marines sent for that purpose have been killed.

			In the majority of American war films, the purpose of including women in screenplays has historically been to provide men with love interests and add a little sex appeal to the film. In short, whenever the men who decide which screenplays get the “green light” for production can help it, war is reserved—or at least preferred—for males, for whom the quality of belligerent performance is also clearly prescribed:

			Be a man. Conceptions of masculinity vary among different American groups, but there is a core that is common to most: courage, endurance, and toughness; lack of squeamishness when confronted with shocking or distasteful stimuli; avoidance of display of weakness in general; reticence about emotional or idealistic matters; and sexual competency. (Stouffer, 1976)

			Initiation Rites

			In most human cultures, there exists some rite of passage from the relatively sexless existence of a child into the adult community of their gender. In this transition, each has its own set of rituals. In Homo sapiens’ history, becoming a male adult in the tribe usually meant achieving the status of a warrior, since most of that same skill set was also needed for the hunt to provide meat for their families.

			In examining the ceremonial rubrics of several native cultures, Arnold van Gennep (1960) describes a process that bears close resemblance to the basic training regimen practiced by the U.S. armed forces: As occurs today in military basic training, candidates for male adulthood in the tribe are first separated from their families, most specifically from the world of women, which has been their childhood milieu. More often than not, initiates are also stripped of the clothing they previously wore in favor of whatever is the male “uniform.” Their hair is shaved and/or rearranged in the fashion of adult males. They then undergo a period of instruction in the behaviors and responsibilities of adult males/warriors. Suzanne Frayser (1985) notes that in these rituals, initiates must passively and submissively obey all orders given to them by their male elders, as befits their status as neophytes. Lionel Tiger (1970) adds that like the rigors of basic training, this process often includes ordeals and tests of manly endurance. Finally, having successfully completed their tribal version of basic training, the initiates “graduate” and take their places as full-fledged adult males.

			Basic Training as an Initiation Rite

			We can view this ancient ritual of becoming a man/warrior in such films featuring U.S. armed forces basic training as Jarhead (2005), Full Metal Jacket (1987), The Boys in Company C (1978), Take the High Ground (1953), Tribes (1970), and The D.I. (1959). Recruits are separated from their families and local subcultures and removed to training depots that are usually located in some other part of the country. For the majority of their training, recruits are deprived of female interaction, and they have no direct contact with their families. In Full Metal Jacket, the marine drill instructor sometimes refers to the girls the recruits left behind in less-than-complimentary terms (e.g., “Mary Jane Rotten-Crotch”) or insists that in bed in the barracks each night, recruits sleep beside their rifles, their new sweethearts, replacing their high school girlfriends in their beds, if not in their minds.

			In the six aforementioned films, recruits are deprived of their former hairstyles and given the standard GI butch haircut, the military equivalent of primitive head-shaving. Then, recruits’ clothes are exchanged for uniforms and standard issue marine/army gear. Finally, some recruits, when on their first leave, add to military training’s similarity with primitive male initiations by getting their first tattoos (“USMC,” or a likeness of the mascot [eagle, etc.] or symbol of their unit, or a slogan, such as “Semper Fi” [always faithful, the U.S. Marine motto]), further identifying themselves as new members of the warrior class.

			The “Other”: Women or Homosexuals

			At the outset of training, recruits are not automatically given the status of soldiers. That they must earn. Initially, they are labeled everything from “maggots” to “boots,” “trainees,” or “young people”—never full-fledged marines or soldiers. Sometimes recruits are not initially permitted the status of males. Often derisively called “girls” or “ladies” by their drill instructors (D.I.s), recruits must earn their manhood by successfully completing their training. Failure to achieve the benchmarks of their training is labeled as a weakness, associated with the female, asserting the importance of measuring up to the standards that society demands of a male. In The D.I., when Sgt. Moore (Jack Webb) reports to his company commander that a certain recruit continuously “fouls up” in his training, the captain insists on harsh treatment. Webb is hesitant to push the youngster too far too fast, but the commander orders immediate action. Otherwise, he threatens to personally assist Webb in “cutting the lace off his panties.”

			When D.I.s tire of using the female as the designated undesired mode of living and behaving, another way to denigrate a recruit’s manhood is to implicitly or explicitly imply that the soldier is homosexual. In Full Metal Jacket, when a recruit says that he hails from Texas, the D.I., Gunnery Sgt. Hartman (R. Lee Ermey), retorts with the following verbal assault:

			Hartman: Holy dog shit! Texas! Only steers and queers come from Texas, Private “Cowboy,” and you don’t much look like a steer to me, so that kinda narrows it down. Do you suck dicks?

			Cowboy: Sir, no sir!

			Hartman: Are you a peter pumper?

			Cowboy: Sir, no sir!

			Hartman: I bet you’re the kinda guy who would fuck a person in the ass and not even have the goddamn common courtesy to give him a reach-around! I’ll be watchin’ you.
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					Sgt. Hartman (Lee Ermey) yells at Pvt. Pyle (Vincent D’Onofrio), while Pvt. Joker (Matthew Modine) stands stiffly behind them at attention in Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket. Warner Bros. / Photofest © Warner Bros.

				

			

			Of course, in air force basic training, one of your authors heard the same speech from a training instructor, directed at a basic trainee from California. Instead of “steers and queers,” he used “fruits and nuts.”

			Similarly, in Jarhead, an equally odious D.I., Sgt. Fitch (Scott MacDonald), insultingly introduces himself to Pvt. Anthony Swofford (Jake Gyllenhaal):

			Fitch: Are you eyeballin’ me with those baby blues? (then he shouts) Are you?

			Swofford: (also shouting) Sir, no sir!

			Fitch: Are you in love with me, Swofford?

			Swofford: Sir, no sir!

			Fitch: Oh, you don’t think I look good in my uniform, Swofford?

			Swofford: Sir, the drill instructor looks fabulous in his uniform, sir!

			Fitch: So you’re gay then, and you love me, huh?

			Swofford: Sir, I’m not gay, sir!

			Fitch: Do you have a girlfriend, Swofford?

			Swofford: Sir, yes sir!

			Fitch: Guess again, motherfucker. Jody’s bangin’ her right now [“Jody” is a nickname for men who do not serve in the military, but instead stay home and poach GI’s wives and girlfriends]. Get on your face and give me twenty-five for every time she gets fucked this month. Down on your face!

			Swofford: (in a voice-over, as he does push-ups on the floor) It was shortly after meeting Drill Instructor Fitch that I realized that joining the U.S. Marine Corps might have been a bad decision.

			Later, after Swofford fouls up a blackboard assignment for Sgt. Fitch, the exasperated D.I. asks him what he’s doing in the Marine Corps. Swofford replies, “I got lost on the way to college, sir!” Fitch responds by pushing Swofford’s face into the blackboard. (See chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of the gay soldier.)

			Despite all these indignities, like their tribal forefathers, recruits are required to passively submit to all orders, no matter how disgusting, demeaning, or physically taxing they may be. For example, in Full Metal Jacket, a feebleminded recruit, whom the D.I. has used as the platoon scapegoat, is punished for failure to properly respond to drill commands. He must march behind the others with his thumb in his mouth, his trousers around his ankles, his hat turned backward (long before the time when askew hats became cool), and his rifle carried on his shoulder upside down.

			Finally, suitably reconditioned and instructed in proper soldierly (read manly) behavior, the initiates, now full-fledged marines or soldiers, graduate and are transferred to advanced training.

			A Relational Construct

			Of all of these initiatory customs and practices, probably the most significant is the physical and symbolic separation of neophyte soldiers from the world of women. But unlike Tiger’s description of native tribesmen, Americans begin to establish this separation long before boys reach puberty. Michael Kimmel (1987) writes that gender is a relational construct, providing males with the opposite sex as a basis of negative comparison and a clearly drawn, inferior role model. Practically from the time an American boy-child is old enough to understand English, he hears that “Big boys don’t cry—only girls do,” or other such behavioral prohibitions as “Don’t play with dolls, dolls are for girls” and “That scraped knee doesn’t really hurt a little man like you, does it?”

			In various ways, boys are shown multiple examples of the so-called inferior, flawed, incomplete variety of human being they must avoid becoming at all costs: a female. By the time most boys reach manhood, having experienced so much negative comparison with girls, it’s not surprising that they have become convinced that females must be grossly inferior to males—at least with respect to traditionally male activities and behaviors. And by systematically excluding females from their sports teams, clubs, the “old boy” network in business, top government positions, and combat roles in the military (at least until quite recently), a self-fulfilling set of male role definitions has become firmly imbedded in American history and culture. And needless to say, in Hollywood, a patriarchy if there ever was one, nearly every film is written and produced from the paternalistic perspective, as if there is no other possible point of view on the planet.

			The Quiet Man

			There are many subtle and not-so-subtle characteristics that lead to the construction of war films’ stereotype of the male American warrior: Chief among them is that he should be a man of few words but mighty deeds, capable of stoically enduring privations and pain and able to pass the constant “stress test” that war imposes on them.

			In Marine Raiders (1944), one’s branch of service imposes even more emotional and personal restraint than other services. Marines, apparently, are expected to be unsentimental killing machines, at least to hear them tell it. When Lt. Ellen Foster (Ruth Hussey) confides in Maj. Steve Lockhart (Pat O’Brien) that she admires him as a close friend, Lockhart reminds her that he shouldn’t really react in a sentimental manner, because marines don’t get sentimental. But then, he lowers his guard just a little and tells her that he considers her and her new husband, Lockhart’s best friend, Capt. Dan Craig (Robert Ryan), his family. Later, when Craig asks his wife if he looks okay in his uniform, Craig maintains his manly marine esprit de corps:

			Craig: How do I look?

			Ellen: Beautiful.

			Craig: (embarrassed) A marine can’t look beautiful.

			Warren Farrell (1976) explains that since showing emotion is considered a feminine characteristic (and therefore should be avoided), men must cultivate the image of quiet, strong dignity. In this stereotype, in contrast with the much more verbose female, the fewer words said by a man the better. John Wayne typifies the foolish extremes to which this philosophy can be extended in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), when he gives this admonition to young second lieutenant Pennell (Harry Carey Jr.): “Never apologize, mister: It’s a sign ‘a weakness.”

			In most war films, high value is set on the ability of a soldier to watch one’s comrades die around him and yet appear not to weaken and suffer no apparent emotional trauma. In the 1958 Korean war film The Hunters, fighter group commander Richard Egan proudly dubs pilot Maj. Cleve Saville (Robert Mitchum) the “Iceman,” because of Saville’s ability to perform his lethal tasks in an emotionless manner, as if oblivious to the danger, suffering, and death around him.2 One of your authors vividly remembers a time shortly after that film’s release (well before the establishment of bike paths on roadways), when, threading his bicycle through fast city traffic, he adopted the persona of the “Iceman,” imitating Saville’s fearless cool to overcome his anxiety about the cars whizzing past him just a few feet away.

			Decades later, demonstrating that wars and warriors may adjust to the times, but bedrock criteria for American maleness remain intact, in Top Gun (1986), Lt. Tom Kazanski (Val Kilmer), the most coolly efficient, emotionless pilot attending the navy’s fighter weapons school, adopts the call sign “Iceman.” Perhaps Top Gun screenwriters Jim Cash and Jack Epps Jr. also once fearlessly rode their bikes through heavy traffic.

			Taboos about Griping

			Although it’s acceptable for soldiers to gripe about the lack of warm food and decent lodging, an unspoken line is often drawn between complaints that are acceptable and those that are taboo. In Platoon (1986), and only in his letters to his grandmother, Pvt. Chris Taylor (Charlie Sheen) admits that the physical and emotional stress of fighting the jungle war in Vietnam may be too much for him to endure. Around his comrades-in-arms, Chris quietly goes about his job without complaint.
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					Korean War fighter pilot Robert Mitchum is the “Iceman” in The Hunters. 20th Century Fox / Photofest © 20th Century Fox

				

			

			(voice-over) Somebody once wrote Hell is the impossibility of reason. That’s what this place feels like. I hate it already, and it’s only been a week. Some goddamn week, Grandma. The hardest thing I think I’ve ever done is to go on point, three times this week—I don’t even know what I’m doing. A gook could be standing three feet in front of me and I wouldn’t know it, I’m so tired. We get up at five a.m., hump all day, camp around four or five p.m., dig a foxhole, eat, then put out an all-night ambush or a three-man listening post in the jungle. It’s scary ’cause nobody tells me how to do anything ’cause I’m new, and nobody cares about the new guys—they don’t even want to know your name. The unwritten rule is a new guy’s life isn’t worth as much, ’cause he hasn’t put his time in yet—and they say if you’re gonna get killed in the ’Nam, it’s better to get it in the first few weeks, the logic being [that] you don’t suffer that much. I can believe that. . . . If you’re lucky, you get to stay in the perimeter at night, and then you pull a three-hour guard shift, so maybe you sleep three/four hours a night, but you don’t really sleep. . . . I don’t think I can keep this up for a year, Grandma—I think I’ve made a big mistake coming here.

			In Platoon, not even painful wounds are an acceptable reason for movie soldiers to resort to venting their emotions. After a firefight, a tough-as-nails sergeant confronts a soldier screaming in pain from a wound: “Shut up, shut up! Take the pain,” he orders. Intimidated by the sergeant, the wounded soldier obeys. Leed (1989) characterizes this self-destructive self-delusion, saying, “Men become what they are, realizing a masculine character and a strength through what they lose rather than what they gain.” In The Longest Day (1962), Lt. Col. Benjamin Vandervoort (John Wayne, of course) suffers a compound fracture of the lower leg in a parachute drop, but does he complain? No. Not the Duke! It doesn’t even slow him down much. At first, he hobbles along, using a rifle as a cane. Later, Wayne orders the medic who is examining his injury to relace his combat boot tightly, so he can continue the march along with his men. In They Were Expendable (1945), Lt. J. G. Rusty Ryan (Wayne again) becomes indignant when he is ordered to stand down from a torpedo boat mission because of an injury to his hand. Despite being told that if he doesn’t rest and submit to antibiotic therapy he may lose his entire arm to gangrene, Wayne impatiently orders the doctor to “slap a little iodine on it and let me get outta here.”

			The Immortal Legion

			Chaim Shatan (1989) writes that military trainers “fear that the death of a beloved buddy will render a soldier useless for combat. So military basic training often fosters ‘antigrief’ by maintaining that if killed, soldiers are absorbed into the ultimate men’s club, the corporate entity of the ‘immortal legion’” (121). Countless war films reinforce this myth, implying in subtle or not-too-subtle ways how unprofessional, unsoldierly, and detrimental to the mission it is to unduly mourn the death of a comrade. For example, in Top Gun, the death of Lt. J. G. Nick “Goose” Bradshaw, Lt. Pete “Maverick” Mitchell’s (Tom Cruise) back seat electronic warfare officer and best friend, causes Maverick to lose his courage and self-confidence, rendering him unable to engage an enemy in aerial combat. The latter part of this film centers on Maverick’s refusal to follow the soldier’s manly code to “shake it off” and return to his former aggressive, confident self. Only when he is willing to “let Goose go” (read this as putting away his friend’s death and not thinking about it anymore) can Maverick fight again.3

			In war, succinctly described by gunboat captain Collins (Richard Crenna) in The Sand Pebbles (1966) as the “give and take of death,” there must be some kind of carrot dangled in front of warriors to compensate for the possibility of having to give up their lives. Immortality is the great reward, allowing soldiers a form of denial of both the finality of death and the grief they suffer when a buddy dies. Also, every human being, regardless of gender, has the need to belong to the group. If the group is the biggest, toughest, most exclusive men’s club in existence, such membership mitigates against the reality of death and grief. On graduation day in Full Metal Jacket, the D.I., Gunnery Sgt. Hartman (R. Lee Ermey) explains it in the following way:

			Today you people are no longer maggots. Today you are marines. You’re part of a brotherhood. From now on until the day you die, wherever you are, every marine is your brother. Most of you will go to Vietnam; some of you will not come back. But always remember this: Marines die, that’s what we’re here for. But the Marine Corps lives forever, and that means you live forever.

			To reinforce this concept, at the end of dozens of World War II combat films, a crescendo of patriotic music would rise, and appropriate 
narration—perhaps a quote from FDR, Winston Churchill, or Gen. George Marshall—would reinforce the gratitude of a nation for those who gave their lives. Then the happy, smiling faces of the heroes who died during the film would be superimposed, ghost-like, over the picture on the screen. Thus, as newly minted members of the immortal legion, the dead live on in glory, and there’s not a dry eye in the audience.

			Militarized Grief and Vengeance

			But there still must be some manly outlet for emotion over lost buddies. Shatan (1989) describes the “authorized” manly alternative for grief and remorse at the death of a comrade as “militarized grief and ceremonial vengeance” (137–38). These behaviors can take the form of either dedicating the next enemy kill to the deceased comrade or generally raising the level of mayhem in subsequent skirmishes. Examples of both are found in Destination Tokyo (1943). An older, much-revered submarine crewmember named Mike is stabbed in the back by a downed Japanese pilot he attempted to rescue from icy waters. Witnessing this treachery, one of Mike’s shipmates repeatedly and redundantly pounds the enemy pilot down into the water with slugs from a fifty-millimeter machine gun. Later, the crew paints the dedication, “For Mike, torpedoman first class, R.I.P.,” on the next torpedo the sub fires at a Japanese ship. In the 1940’s, skillful screenwriters routinely sanitized and thereby legitimized such vengeful enthusiasm; however, in recent years, Vietnam and Gulf War films have provided audiences with more starkly realistic portrayals of soldierly revenge. In such films as Platoon and the 1980 television miniseries A Rumor of War, soldiers and marines commit My Lai-like atrocities (killing innocent civilians) to extract vengeance for the loss of their buddies. Following the manly credo, Hollywood’s contemporary soldiers prefer committing war crimes to sitting down and having a good cry over a lost friend.

			But the practice of militarized, manly grief and vengeance is not new to war or war films from any era. Although the World War I film Flyboys was produced in 2006, the picture was based on a real group of U.S. airmen who flew for France in the Lafayette Esquadrille. In one scene, pilots are drinking and singing one evening following a mission in which three young members of the squadron lost their lives. Blaine Rawlings (James Franco), who had just returned from that mission, shouts in dismay at the veteran pilots, scolding them for not honoring his dead comrades. The veteran flying ace, Reed Cassidy (Martin Henderson), explains why the men appear to ignore the ultimate sacrifice their comrades made in the sky that day:

			This is how we honor them. It’s how we’ve always honored them. None of us knows how much time we have left, and we can’t waste it, sitting around, grieving over things we can’t change. You can either join in, or you can go up to your room and cry like a little baby.

			In one speech, Cassidy makes clear the only manly option for these brave flyers: Set aside the normal grief cycle, and, instead, drink and sing happy songs and pretend that their friends didn’t die this day. And, of course, there’s no crying in aerial warfare. At least Cassidy didn’t say, “and cry like a woman.”

			Cassidy is a veteran who has lost all his friends in the war. Rather than cry, Cassidy, a three-time ace, flies extra, solo missions to exact revenge against the German flyers who shot down his buddies. Cassidy is especially interested in one particularly ruthless German pilot, the Black Falcon, who flies a black (they’re usually red) tri-winged Fokker. The Falcon does not follow the usual code of chivalry practiced by pilots on both sides. We see this as he shoots down a French fighter plane, follows it down to the ground, and sees that the pilot has managed a crash landing and has safely gotten out of his aircraft. The Falcon dives and strafes the helpless pilot, killing him. At the end of the film, Cassidy dies in aerial combat against the Black Falcon, but Rawlings follows the Falcon to his aerodrome, challenges him to single combat, and eventually, with the help of his fellow flyboys, completes the ceremonial revenge for Cassidy by shooting down the malevolent German ace. For these men, revenge is not sweet, but somewhat satisfying. If manliness doesn’t allow you to cry for your friends, you are permitted, at least, to coolly exact bloody revenge on their assassin.

			In chapter 2, we will examine and explore an important U.S. cultural institution—organized team sports—and its relationship in war films to concepts of masculinity.

			Notes

			1. Social learning theorists say that masculinity is learned directly through a system of positive reinforcement (rewards) and negative reinforcement (punishment). Indirectly masculinity is said to be learned through observation and modeling (imitation). Young males are reinforced for their maleness through gender-specific play, clothing, games, and even chores. In families where the father takes on the stereotype of the male, the son who does not emulate these behaviors often feels like he does not fit into the masculine role that his father has modeled. Pfc. Peter Conway appears to reflect these feelings of inadequacy and a lack of approval from his father.

			2. The concept of the “Iceman” portrayed by Robert Mitchum in The Hunters and adopted by Lt. Tom Kazanski (Val Kilmer) in Top Gun reflects characteristics of a dissociative state in which the environment is blocked from their attention. The American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (1994) describes this blockage as the “protective activation” of an altered state of consciousness created to protect the individual from the overwhelming psychological trauma of the violence and trauma surrounding them. The audience views these characters as seemingly emotionless, when, in fact, they are merely internalizing their feelings. The continued barrage of pain and despair of war around them makes it too difficult for them to bear, so they have learned to create these altered states of consciousness as a protective barrier (519–33).

			3. Maverick’s need to “let Goose go” reflects the final of the eight stages of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s grief cycle (1969). Of these eight stages, the five most often discussed in popular literature are denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. The denial stage involves refusing to accept the inevitability and finality of death. The anger stage comes about as pent-up emotions erupt, and it is followed by the bargaining stage, which includes searching for a way to cheat death. The depression stage sets on as the inevitability and finality of death sinks in, and the acceptance stage entails finding the way to move forward. This final step in the grief process is the stage that military trainers teach soldiers to adopt. Soldiers are to skip the earlier stages of grief, accept the inevitable, and move on. In this stoic acknowledgment, soldiers can better focus on the belligerent job at hand. The key for military trainers is to teach soldiers how to move quickly to the acceptance stage. They stress how counterproductive the earlier stages can be to the task at hand—completing the mission, which, after all, is a soldier’s “job.” In effect, doing one’s job refocuses men’s minds away from grief, giving them at least a temporary sense of purpose. Training subtly emphasizes that a soldier must take on a hard shell, jump to the acceptance phase, and get on with the task at hand. The stages of denial, anger, and depression often haunt soldiers later—off the battlefield—when they are finally allowed to deal with their friends’ deaths.
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			“Go, Team, Go!” Manliness and War/Sports Metaphors

		

		
			Lucy Komisar (1976) writes:

			Little boys learn the connection between violence and manhood very early in life. Fathers indulge in mock prize fights and wrestling matches with eight year olds. Boys play cowboys and Indians with guns and bows and arrows proffered by their elders. They are gangsters or soldiers interchangeably—the lack of difference between the two is more evident to them than to their parents. They are encouraged to “fight back,” and bloodied noses and black eyes become trophies of their pint-sized virility. (202)

			This may help explain why war films are so popular among American boys: They’re bred for it. After all, as Molly Merryman writes, the process of proving oneself a man is a “culturally prescribed construction in which men are willing to risk danger, dismemberment, and [even] death to prove their masculinity” (Creedon, 2004, 1). This also sounds a little like high school football, doesn’t it? Samuel Stouffer (1976) writes, “In contemporary society, most men rarely have the opportunity to demonstrate their ability to be a ‘real man.’ Perhaps the only situation [that] allows them to express this aspect of their manhood is war” (179). But if, at the time, there is no war handy for American males to prove themselves, such sports as football, baseball, hockey, or boxing provide an alternative social venue, complete with the opportunity for selfless team effort, the thrill of conquest, and the chance for glory as well as physical injury—everything needed to transform a boy into a full-fledged warrior-man in our culture. Pam Creedon argues that in the absence of war, to provide an opportunity to achieve this manly status, American boys and men turn to sports like football for a substitute for armed conquest (2004, 1–14).

			War Metaphors in Sports

			Thomas Fiddick (1989) reminds us that the “use of helmets and such terms as ‘the bomb’ and ‘the blitz’ make football ideal as a central metaphor of war” (80). Paul Hoch’s (1980) observations at a football game are similarly enlightening:

			The movements of the cheerleaders are plugged into what amounts to a set of stereotyped military drill routines. Watching the drum majorettes and girls’ drill teams prancing about in their mini-skirted mock uniforms, in precision goose steps, it is hard to miss the symbolism of sexuality subordinated to militarism, sexuality used as an advertisement for militarism, and frustrated sexuality used as a spur to militarism and machismo generally. (10)

			Sally Jenkins describes football in terms a general would understand, saying it involves “bullying the opposition into retreat with mob action” (Creedon, 8). There’s even a sports pecking order for comparing football and baseball to war. George Carlin (1997) put it this way, in comparing and contrasting the two sports:

			Baseball and football are the two most popular spectator sports in this country. And as such, it seems they ought to be able to tell us something about ourselves and our values. . . . The objectives of the two games are completely different: In football, the object is for the quarterback, also known as the “field general,” to be on target with an aerial assault, riddling the defense by hitting his receivers with deadly accuracy, in spite of the blitz, even if he has to use the shotgun. With short, bullet passes and long bombs, he marches his troops into enemy territory, balancing his aerial assault with a sustained ground attack that punches holes in the forward wall of the enemy’s defensive line. In baseball, the object is to go home! And be safe! (52–53)

			So an American boy can prove his readiness for manhood in two ways: If there’s a war handy, he can become a soldier and fight bravely for his team. In the absence of a war, he can become an athlete and fight bravely for his team. For young men who have witnessed hegemonic masculinity and the subjugation and trivialization of women throughout childhood and adolescence, the continuation of their male-favored status in life is at risk unless they can find some way to “step up to the plate,” “take their cuts,” and “win one for the Gipper.” The alternative, according to the mainstream voices of American male socialization, is too dreadful to consider: life as, at best, a sissified, unmanly male, or at worst, in the eyes of the male social establishment, a homosexual, on a par only with females, themselves considered by men as the inferior sex. The social construction by which boys become men, then, seems pretty simple, no more sophisticated than Native American rituals involving being hung by their pectorals to prove the endurance of a brave or counting coup in combat against an enemy of the tribe.

			A “Dirty Dozen”: Key Sports/War Values

			In modern America, the war film often blurs the distinction between war making and sports participation, effectively melding these two contemporary constructions of masculinity. One hand washes the other in the sports-war continuum: Sports metaphors inserted into the vocabulary used by soldiers in war serve to prime the combatants to remember the behavior expected of them during their boyhood socialization on the playing fields. They are cued to recall that above all, doing their duty for the team is required, and that they must complete all other requirements necessary to “get the job done.” In Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (1999), the title character is asked about his happiness: “Do I then strive after happiness? I strive after my work” (194). Man is what he does: his work. So, as we heard in Carlin’s recitation of football combat jargon, Hollywood’s combat films stress most of the key values leading to success in sports, and, not surprisingly, vice-versa. The following are, excuse the pun, a “dirty dozen” of them:

			 1. Call the plays right.

			 2. Come in for the big win: Take your turn at bat.

			 3. Do a good job of work.

			 4. Appreciate your interference, don’t hog all the glory, and sacrifice for the team.

			 5. “Americans love a winner and will not tolerate a loser.”

			 6. Be bold, never too cautious.

			 7. To win, don’t always face the enemy head-on: Be both strong and clever.

			 8. Females are losers.

			 9. Know the score.

			10. The enemy team is inferior, so learn how to exploit their weaknesses.

			11. Don’t give up: Fight on to victory.

			12. You gotta play hurt.

			Analyzing the texts of a representative sample (see the filmography) of combat films produced in the United States, mostly from the 1940s to the present, half contain one or more sports metaphors that directly refer back to the conduct of war. Consider the following examples.

			1. Call the Plays Right

			In Flying Leathernecks (1951), in Col. Kirby’s last advice to “Griff,” the officer who will replace him as squadron commander, he predicts that Griff will do the same things all commanders do every night, “wondering . . . whether you called every shot right today.” Later, Griff responds, “I’ll try to call the plays right: I had a good coach.” The theme of this movie is also important, because it portrays the conflict between the macho, “tough guy” approach to the job of warrior versus the humanistic man who tries to keep his sense of humanity amid the chaos of war. Along with many post–World War II films, and, as we’ll discuss later in this book in more detail in the chapter on masculinity and the burden of command, Flying Leathernecks preaches that to be an effective commander in wartime, a man must at least outwardly appear quite heartless, covering up his emotions.

			John Wayne, as Maj. Kirby, is tasked with toughening up his squadron’s executive officer Griff, played by Robert Ryan, for the rigors of command (read toughening as improving Griff’s manliness and thus his professionalism). Griff, among many similar characters often found in post–World War II films, doesn’t come naturally to the tough guy persona that Kirby embodies: Griff finds it impossible to order men to their deaths while maintaining a cool isolation from the close friendships that develop between fellow pilots in his unit. Apparently, he should be taking behavioral notes from phlegmatic, calculating football coaches or baseball managers, who plan and execute their operations like spiders weaving their webs.

			Likewise, as we learned in chapter 1, John Agar’s Pfc. Conway, a member of Wayne’s squad in Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), was also too much of a humanist—too sensitive and caring an individual—to be considered manly enough for war. At one point, Griff argues with Kirby, quoting John Donne, saying, “No man is an island.” But the film demonstrates the opposite: that a squint-eyed, manly, frosty level of detachment (think Marlboro Man) is required to command a marine combat unit, or, for that matter, a football team. Like Griff, Conway eventually becomes a candidate for the Duke’s Hollywood macho toughening-up course. And at the end, both Griff and Conway “get with the program”; adopt a tough, more detached John Wayne persona; “saddle up”; grit their teeth; and “lock and load” (choose your metaphor) to achieve victory.

			The football metaphor of the quarterback calling the right plays is also found thirty-five years later in Full Metal Jacket (1987), when a newly minted squad leader, appropriately named “Cowboy,” gets in an argument with an overly aggressive marine nicknamed “Animal Mother.” Cowboy orders his squad to pull out, leaving two marines behind wounded and probably dead: “Back off, Mother,” Cowboy shouts. “I’m calling the plays. I say we’re pulling out.”

			Similarly, a submarine captain in Up Periscope (1959) is concerned about a difficult command decision he made on his last patrol. His judgment may have assured that the sub would not be detected and sunk by Japanese destroyers, but it may have cost a wounded sailor his life. Wrestling with the same humanism versus macho detachment issue as Griff in Flying Leathernecks, the captain asks his executive officer, “If you had been in my shoes and you were calling the signals, how would you have played it?” The honest exec says frankly that he would have done things differently. But, the exec adds, playing things according to the navy book (read playbook) is why they made him captain.

			2. Come in for the Big Win: Take Your Turn at Bat

			In Full Metal Jacket, a cartoonish, gung-ho marine colonel is outraged by Pvt. Joker’s wearing of the peace symbol on his fatigue jacket while his helmet is decorated with the words “Born to kill.” Joker tries to explain this contradiction as the “duality of man, sir, the Jungian thing.” But the colonel, who sounds and acts more like a football coach than a battalion commander, is having none of this ambiguity, which he considers wishy-washy: “How about getting with the program?” barks the officer. “Why don’t you jump on the team and come on in for the big win. . . . It’s a hardball world, son. We’ve gotta try to keep our heads until the peace craze blows over.”1

			In American Guerilla in the Philippines (1950), Ensign Palmer spends two years organizing Filipino and U.S. guerilla actions against the Japanese. A U.S. submarine has just arrived full of supplies, guns, and ammunition. Palmer knows that Gen. MacArthur’s return to retake the Philippines is imminent, and it’s time to go in for the big win: He contacts his people to spread the word that the “football has arrived and the game is on as scheduled.”

			Switching to baseball, the notion of having to step up to the plate to bat has a twofold meaning in both baseball and war. Batting is one of the most individualistic acts one does in this team sport, yet one’s actions can sometimes be strictly for oneself, or in others, a pure sacrifice for the team. This notion occurs in some of the other sports metaphors. As in sports, the motion of “momentum,” piling on success after success, is significant. The first time up to bat can set the tone for the rest of the game. This concept is not lost on Gen. Omar Bradley (Karl Malden) in Patton (1970). Bradley and his aide survey the aftermath of the American defeat in the battle for the Kasserine Pass in North Africa. Amid dead Americans lying all about and destroyed U.S. tanks and other vehicles, Bradley says, “For the American Army to take a licking like that the first time at bat against the Germans . . .” (he finishes his sentence with body language and shakes his head in disgust). For Bradley, the U.S. Army has struck out, and the momentum of the “game” has shifted to the Germans.

			In The Enemy Below (1957), an American destroyer captain is still recovering from injuries suffered during his last mission, but he must step up to the plate again (read “play hurt”) to command his vessel in a desperate, deadly game of cat and mouse with an enemy submarine. The ship’s doctor describes this dilemma to the ship’s executive officer, saying, “He’s weak as a kitten. A man that gets his ship torpedoed and spends twenty-five days on a raft in the North Atlantic oughtn’t have to hit the ball again with only a few weeks in the hospital.”

			In the HBO Miniseries Band of Brothers, in an episode entitled “Carentan” (2002), one soldier’s bazooka shot has just knocked out a German tank. Another soldier gleefully shouts, “You just hit a home run!” And in The Big Red One (1980), when the sergeant (Lee Marvin) orders one of his soldiers, Pvt. Kaiser (Perry Lang), to go on point (take over the duty of the forward man on his squad’s combat patrol), the sarge barks, “Kaiser: It’s your turn at bat.”

			In Dr. Strangelove (1964), a delusional Gen. Jack Ripper (Sterling Hayden) thinks there is a communist plot to disable his “precious bodily fluids.” Ripper reasons that the only way to save the United States is to perpetrate a sneak attack on the Soviet Union. Since he commands a wing of B-52 bombers, he’s capable of sidestepping the president’s authority to order such an attack. Since only Ripper knows the code that will cause the bombers to cancel their attack and return to base, and since he plans to kill himself, he reasons that the president will be forced to order all U.S. units to attack the Soviet Union. This would save the United States from the expected Soviet nuclear assault in retaliation. Appropriately, the training exercise Ripper uses for this attack is called “Operation Dropkick.” In American football, a dropkick is a surprise way to score a field goal when the opposing team is defending against another kind of play.

			3. Do a Good Job of Work

			An old adage—probably coined by a man—about the difference between the way men and women view themselves goes something like this: A woman is what she looks like, and a man is what he does. Fortunately for women, in modern times, new personal options have been added to the social construction of female identity that allow for additional, more substantial, ways to establish themselves. But for men, nothing much seems to have changed since the age of the Neanderthals: Once boys become established as men, securing a job and succeeding at it, as Nietzsche might say, defines their potency. Both in sports and war, there is a job of work to be done. As discussed in chapter 1, Capt. Collins succinctly explains in The Sand Pebbles (1966) that a warrior’s job of work is the “give and take of death.” Men are uneasy unless they feel confident and competent in their jobs. Men out of work are more than financially challenged. Most go through periods of depression and great anxiety until they are once again employed. Men may not like it, but in war, Capt. Collins’s definition becomes their job description, and most men are task oriented. Sports metaphors, those familiar terms from less chaotic times, help both to clarify the job at hand and remind soldiers of simpler days on the playing field.
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					Delusional General Ripper (Sterling Hayden), right, talks to Group Captain Mandrake (Peter Sellers) in Dr. Strangelove. Photofest © Columbia Pictures

				

			

			Mixing baseball metaphors about their assigned jobs, the admiral (Charles Trowbridge) in They Were Expendable (1945), like a wise old baseball coach, explains to Cdr. Brickley (Robert Montgomery) why he can’t permit the eager young skipper the opportunity to prove the effectiveness of his PT boats in action against a Japanese task force headed their way. The admiral explains, “Listen, son, you and I are professionals. If the manager says, ‘sacrifice,’ we lay down a bunt and let somebody else hit the home runs. . . . Our job is to lay down that sacrifice [fighting a delaying action against the Japanese in the Philippines]. That’s what we’re trained for, and that’s what we’ll do.”

			Conversely, many war movies demonstrate that the failure to conduct themselves in a professional manner can result in tragedy for the man or the mission. In The Dirty Dozen (1967), the dangerously unbalanced Pvt. Maggott precipitates a gun battle that results in the deaths of nearly everyone involved, when he kills a prostitute in the middle of a stealthy raid on a mansion in France used to entertain top German generals. In Guadalcanal Diary (1943), Pvt. Johnny “Chicken” Anderson (Richard Jaeckel) spots a dead Japanese officer and wants to snag the man’s samurai sword as a souvenir. Chicken’s sergeant orders him to leave souvenirs alone, because retrieving such items would expose him unnecessarily to enemy fire. Chicken later ignores his sergeant’s advice and makes his way to the dead officer to retrieve the sword, but he is shot. In Full Metal Jacket, a sergeant who should have known better sees a bright-colored toy bunny in the wreckage of a burned-out building and decides to examine it. As he picks it up, the booby-trapped toy explodes, killing him. And in the Vietnam War drama The Boys in Company C (1978), a company of marines is ordered to lay flat on their stomachs, because there is a possibility of snipers just over the ridgeline. But one troop, a shutterbug, wants a picture for his scrapbook. Rising to his knees to get a good shot, he is picked off by a sniper.

			Sometimes it’s hard to differentiate between unprofessional behavior and Darwin Award stupidity. In Jarhead (2005), a story about the adventures of a squad of marines during Operation Desert Shield and Operation Desert Storm, there are many instances of unprofessional behaviors and their consequences. For example, one marine on sentry/lookout duty in Saudi Arabia on Christmas Eve is cooking sausages on a portable stove. He daydreams for a few moments, and while he is not paying attention, the stove sets a tent flap on fire, igniting three cases of aerial flares nearby. The resultant explosions turn the holiday night into a fireworks show, but result in major disciplinary action.

			Earlier in the film, back in the United States, unprofessional behavior has a fatal result. In a live-fire exercise, trainees are crawling in the mud under a barbed wire enclosure while real machine gun rounds are fired over their heads. The purpose is to desensitize the men to acting in concert under fire, but one marine panics and starts to stand up. He is hit by the machine gun fire and dies instantly. Finally, toward the end of the film, an unstable young marine named Fowler comes across the body of an Iraqi soldier, who had burned to death. Fowler plays around stupidly with the corpse and makes jokes about it. Other rs, including their sergeant, object to this and take the body away from Fowler. Later, SSgt. Sykes (Jamie Foxx) tells Pvt. Swofford that the “army may pull this type of shit, but the marines don’t. When we get back [to the rear], Fowler will be passin’ out shit paper.” This means that Fowler is too unprofessional (and probably mentally unbalanced) to trust in his current assignment as a marine rifleman and will be reassigned to supply duty behind the lines.

			In Full Metal Jacket, we observe that the idea of doing a job of work even has shorthand: The sergeant assigns his men a risky plan of attack for the difficult objective facing them and then shouts, “Let’s go. Let’s get it done” (implying that “it” is their job of work). Most GIs excel in griping, and standard operating procedure for sergeants in World War II films is to let the men get it out of their systems en masse so they can get on with the business of killing. This is an analog to the football team that huddles together before the start of the game, arms extended into a pile of hands, followed by a huge shout of team unity. Such actions, on the football field and in the soldiers’ huddle, serve dual purposes: a healthy release of emotion and a reminder to the men that their fears and worries—and enthusiasm for the task at hand—are shared.

			So, Sgt. Kinnie (James Whitmore), the squad leader in William Wellman’s Battleground (1949), and Sgt. Porter (Herbert Rudley) in A Walk in the Sun (1945) give their men the opportunity to complain about their difficult job as a group. After explaining to the men that they must once again risk their lives to achieve an ambiguous objective in a strange, unknown location, both sergeants bark, “It’s a stinkin’ situation, right?” And the men, in unison, shout, “Right!” Tension is relieved, and the men fatalistically proceed to complete their assigned job of work.

			Some directors, especially ones like former World War I Lafayette Escadrille pilot Wellman, go out of their way to add incidents to their films that show the result of failure to do their job in a professional manner. Often in Wellman’s films, the soldier who cuts and runs and won’t listen to practical advice from their sergeant, or the humanistic soldier or flyer who fails to coldly kill and give no quarter often ends up paying for his lack of professionalism with his life.

			4. Appreciate Your Interference, Don’t Hog All the Glory, 
and Sacrifice for the Team

			In war films, one of the most important connections made between combat and sports is the importance of teamwork, subordination of personal ambition, and sacrifice for the good of the team. The word teamwork is mentioned in some context in nearly every war film.

			Among the American Volunteer Group (AVG) pilots in Flying Tigers (1942) is Woody (John Carroll), a lone wolf character who doesn’t comprehend the importance of teamwork. After listening to Woody brag about his latest exploit in shooting down a Japanese plane, another pilot, Blackie (Edmund MacDonald), a normally quiet individual, finally blurts out, “How does it feel to be a one-man team? You aren’t the first ball carrier that didn’t appreciate his interference.” But sacrifice for the sake of the team isn’t in Woody’s playbook. Since AVG pilots receive cash bonuses for each Japanese plane they shoot down, Woody is greedy. Blackie continues, saying, “Twice I’ve been on the trail of the Nakajima [Japanese aircraft] when you cut in for the kill—and the credit.” Later, Woody finally learns—the hard way—the lesson repeated in so many war films: One must subordinate one’s own needs and desires for the good of the team, or dire consequences occur.

			Woody decides to go AWOL with a pretty nurse. Two other AVG pilots argue about who should fly a mission as Capt. Jim Gordon’s (John Wayne) wingman in Woody’s place. “Hap” (Paul Kelly) explains to “Alabama” (Gordon Jones) that he has considerable experience as Gordon’s wingman and that he could serve as an offensive lineman to block opponents for Gordon, the running back. He states, “I know every one of his quirks, every one of his moves. We’re a team, don’t you understand? It’s like he was the ball carrier and I was his interference.” Hap flies the mission, but is shot down. Afterward, Woody, disgraced and repentant, finally takes one for the team: He redeems himself by replacing Gordon on a suicide mission.2 If you asked Wellman, Woody was both a poor team player and unprofessional. Woody would have had the same problems if he had joined the Lafayette Escadrille.

			Like Woody, in They Were Expendable, a feisty young PT boat commander named Rusty, this time played by John Wayne, decides he wants to transfer out. He wants to make a name for himself in the navy as an officer on a destroyer, so he’s writing a letter to request a transfer. But Rusty’s boss, Cdr. Brickley (Robert Montgomery), asks, “What are you aiming at, building a reputation or playing for the team?” That night, the men hear an announcement that Pearl Harbor has been bombed. Hearing this, Rusty crumples up the letter and, for the rest of the picture, unselfishly, if not a little petulantly, devotes himself to his “team,” the PT squadron.

			In The War Lover (1961), the colonel commanding a World War II bombing group in England has a problem pilot who intentionally disobeys orders meant for group safety during their daylight bombing raids over Germany. Despite the pilot’s successes on these high-risk, lone wolf exploits, the colonel knows that in the long run, success requires a cooperative effort. So his briefing includes a few sports metaphors to remind the rest of the pilots to follow his game plan: “Remember,” he says, gazing over toward his problem pilot, “no broken field running. This is a team effort.”

			And in A Wing and a Prayer (1944), a squadron commander chastises a pilot who becomes jealous of another pilot’s recent celebrity and receiving the Navy Cross. “Remember,” the commander says, “you’re part of a team, and you’ll play as the team plays.”
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					Brick (Robert Montgomery), right, lectures Rusty (John Wayne) about teamwork in They Were Expendable. MGM / Photofest © MGM

				

			

			In both sports and war, every team member knows he must subjugate his own wishes and desires to the final strategic goal. Typical of this ethic is a scene in Task Force (1949). Adm. Ames (Moroni Olson) and Cdr. Scott (Gary Cooper), his air operations officer, are sweating it out, waiting for word on how their aircrews are faring during the Battle of Midway. Scott is frustrated and hates having to stay behind and perform supervisory duties on the aircraft carrier. He wishes he was flying this crucial mission, leading his young pilots on an attack against Japanese aircraft carriers. The admiral reminds Scott, “You think things would be different if you were up there? Nobody’s the whole team, Scotty. It takes the whole navy to make up a team. I’m bettin’ on the boys that are carrying the ball.”

			In Run Silent, Run Deep (1958), after a submarine captain dies on a mission, his replacement, who lost his own sub a year earlier, takes command. But the new captain’s executive officer—and indeed the entire crew—expected their popular exec to be in line for the command. The exec is told that because of his experience, he is to play “backstop” to the skipper for this one mission. Eventually, as in most of these kinds of films, the exec overcomes his personal disappointment and selfish attitude. When the captain is injured, the exec fulfills his backstop role and successfully completes the mission, guaranteeing himself a command of his own in the future.

			In the famous flag-backdropped address to his troops in the beginning of Patton (1970), Gen. Patton (George C. Scott) touches on a number of subjects, including the importance of teamwork, saying the following:

			Now an army is a team. It lives, eats, sleeps, fights as a team. This individuality stuff is a bunch of crap. The bilious bastards who wrote that stuff about individuality for the Saturday Evening Post don’t know anything more about real battle than they do about fornicating.

			Object lessons in suppressing individuality for the good of the team abound in most of these films. In Eagle Squadron (1942), a new pilot named Coe dies because he acted independently (Wellman’s unprofessional behavior again) and didn’t follow squadron procedure. Pilot Brewer mourns his friend’s loss but is told that Coe would not have died if he had followed procedure and not gone off as a lone wolf to strafe a target of opportunity. There, without the protection of his team of wingmen, he was set upon by three German Messerschmitts who shot him down. Brewer learns through his grief that teamwork is the key to success in the Battle of Britain.

			In The Purple Heart (1944), captured Doolittle raiders vote to include a Chinese man who gave them assistance as an honorary member of their bomber crew. Achieving team membership, or “making the team,” like the letterman jacket, is an indicator of athletic success and manliness. After all, one cannot excel in sports if they’re cut from the squad. So just “making the team” is a signifier of acceptance into the male fraternity. The captain (Dana Andrews) announces, “I’d have him on my team any time.”

			In Black Hawk Down (2001), army ranger captain Steele (Jason Isaacs) tries in his own way to maintain order and a sense of military decorum amid an often-chaotic army barracks scene in the airport they’ve occupied in Mogadishu, Somalia. Steele and his men find themselves deployed as part of the U.S. intervention against Somali warlords and their followers. Steele recognizes that the young army rangers he commands, with an average age of twenty, are full of “piss and vinegar,” spoiling for a straight-up fight to assert their manhood, and that currently, they’re bored. Since boredom makes for trouble, Steele’s answer is discipline. The trouble is that Capt. Steele’s attitude, and appearance more than anything, resembles the stereotype of a high school principal or gym coach. Remembering the negative male authority figures of their not-too-distant high school days, the young men don’t value most of what Steele has to say. Faced with the news that a soldier under his command has had an epileptic seizure, Steele tells a young sergeant, “He’ll be fine . . . but not in this army. He’s outta the game, he’s epileptic, goin’ home.”

			Later, upset with the all-too-casual behavior of a Delta Force sergeant, Steele dresses down the man, saying, “You Delta boys are a bunch of undisciplined cowboys. Let me tell you something, sergeant, when we get on the five-yard line, you’re gonna need my rangers. So y’all better learn to be team players.” Then, a young Ranger imitates Steele’s airs and Southern accent to entertain his buddies with a mocking imitation of Steele’s use of thoughtless sports metaphors, relaying, Hey! We’re at the ten-yard line here, men, understand? Can you count? One, two, ten! [Laughter] Where are my running backs? [The men shout their grunted shorthand for “hoorah.” It sounds like “hoo-ah”!] Where are my running backs? [hoo-ah]. The captain catches the ranger doing this impersonation and warns him that if he ever catches the young man doing it again, “you’ll be cleaning latrines with your tongue.”

			Capt. Steele believes that the use of sports metaphors is the best way to assert key points about teamwork to his young men and chastise the Delta sergeant. More than anything else, Steele fears that a mission could fail because not everyone is willing to play the game by the army’s rules. But there are times when men—for many reasons—refuse to play the game.

			Lone Wolf

			A “lone wolf” scenario such as this occurs in Howard Hawks’s Air Force (1943). It’s the job of the man in charge, Capt. Quincannon (John Ridgely), of the B-17 bomber, the Mary Ann, to lecture a crewman named Winocki (John Garfield) who won’t play ball. Because Winocki washed out of flight school and was reassigned the less glamorous job of machine gunner, he plans to quit the U.S. Army Air Corps in a few weeks when his enlistment runs out. In the meantime, he is displaying a considerable amount of antiteam attitude. Quincannon makes it clear to Winocki that sportslike teamwork is expected on the Mary Ann, regardless of the crewman’s feelings, when he says, “You’ve played football, Winocki. You know how one man can gum up the whole works? You’ve got to play ball with us and play the game or I’ll have to get rid of you.” This is not exactly a Knute Rockne oration, but the point has been made: Play ball with us or you’re cut from the team.

			However, after witnessing the attack on Pearl Harbor, Winocki is a changed man. He rededicates himself to his job, but still exhibits occasional moments of nonteam-sanctioned individualism. On one occasion, the Mary Ann must set down on a remote landing strip. Japanese fifth columnists begin firing on the aircraft, and the captain orders everyone back inside the plane and plans to take off. But Winocki ignores the order and runs a few yards into the jungle, shooting angrily—and wildly—at the hidden Japanese. The crew chief (Harry Carey) forcibly restrains Winocki, knocking him unconscious and carrying him to the ship. Once airborne and Winocki awakens, the crew chief, who always wears a Cincinnati Reds baseball cap, explains his actions in strictly baseball terms, declaring, “They’d have cut you down before you got to first base.”

			5. “Americans Love a Winner and Will Not Tolerate a Loser”

			This key sports value is a quote from that famous opening speech in Patton. It speaks directly to the socialization of American boys in sports, the importance of successful competition, and the winning imperative:

			Patton: When you were kids, you all admired the champion marble shooter, the fastest runner, the big league ballplayers, the toughest boxer. Americans love a winner and will not tolerate a loser. Americans play to win all the time. I wouldn’t give a hoot in hell for a man who lost and laughed. That’s why Americans have never lost and will never lose a war, because the very thought of losing is hateful to Americans.

			If one agrees that films are cultural artifacts and that popular feature films can be said to mirror contemporary societal mores and culture, consider the preceding speech in Patton, released in 1970, written by screenwriter Francis Ford Coppola at the height of the killing and American youth protests over the unwinnable war in Vietnam and the Johnson and Nixon administrations’ unwillingness to leave Vietnam without some semblance of victory.

			As previously mentioned, in Sands of Iwo Jima, Sgt. Stryker’s job was to turn his squad into winners, but in these films, there seems to always be one soldier in a squad who poses a particularly thorny problem. One of Stryker’s men is particularly clumsy and uncoordinated on the bayonet course. The platoon leader sarcastically asks the private what he thinks he’s doing. “Running the bayonet course, sir,” he replies. “Not in this league you’re not,” the lieutenant quips. In this officer’s eyes, the marines are the big leagues, and the soldier’s work on the bayonet course is definitely minor league material. Later, after other unsuccessful attempts to turn the marine into a winner, Stryker finds a way, using music, to teach the man some rhythm and improve his performance with the bayonet.

			Boxing is a sport of both punches and counterpunches, and in the sports metaphor-rich Air Force, screenwriter Dudley Nichols manages to get in a few jabs: The crewmen of the Mary Ann talk with the commander of Hickam Field in Hawaii just after the Japanese attack. Commenting on the initial Japanese success, the commander makes it clear that the next time the result will be different, uttering resolutely, “They took the first round, but there’ll be others.” In Thirty Seconds over Tokyo (1944), the famous Doolittle raid is described as “Uncle Sam’s first counterpunch in this war.” Countless motion pictures describe their particular war mission as the one that will provide the “knockout punch” against the enemy.

			6. Be Bold, Never Too Cautious

			Again in Patton, the importance—at least to the great general—in moving boldly and decisively is brought home to viewers in the contrast between the studied caution of Gen. Lucien Truscott (John Doucette) and Gen. Omar Bradley (Karl Malden) versus Patton’s own impulsiveness. Truscott warns his commander (George C. Scott) that he needs an extra day to prepare for the amphibious “end run” Patton requires in his quest to capture the city of Messina before British field marshall Montgomery. “You’re too old an athlete to think that you can postpone a match that’s already been scheduled,” Patton says to Truscott. Responding in metaphor, Truscott verbalizes, “You’re an old athlete yourself, sir. You know matches sometimes are postponed.” Gen. Bradley chimes in, saying “George, if Lucien’s right and we can’t back him up by land, our end run could be a disaster.” Later in the argument, Patton, irritated, gets formal with Truscott. “General,” Patton says, “if your conscience will not permit you to conduct this operation, I’ll relieve you and find somebody who can.” Truscott replies, equally formal, “General, it’s your privilege to relieve me any time you want to.” Backing away from that kind of confrontation, Patton concludes this argument by reiterating, “Well, this match will not be postponed.”

			In the comedy-drama Kelly’s Heroes (1970), ironically released the same year as Patton, there is an equally impulsive, Pattonlike general. Referring to the German general he faces on the battlefield as his “opposite number,” he is listening in at his headquarters to radio traffic in what he assumes is a bold incursion across German lines by some units under his command. Although there is an incursion in progress, the attack is Kelly’s (Clint Eastwood) caper, undertaken to steal millions in German gold bullion stashed in a bank behind German lines. The general (Carroll O’Connor) leans over the radio set as his orderly arrives with coffee on a tray. Enthusiastic as a football fan, the general dismisses the orderly, exclaiming, “Get the hell outta here, Barnes! We’ve got the game on!” Later, the general hears Sgt. Bellamy, an NCO in the engineers, radioing Kelly with the news that they can’t speedily bridge a river because its bed is too soft. “So what do we do?” Bellamy asks. The general, by this time frothing at the mouth like a true football fanatic and hoping his team won’t meekly fall back, shouts, “Go, team, go!”
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			7. To Win, Don’t Always Face the Enemy Head-On: Be Both Strong and Clever

			Success in sports isn’t always about brute strength: Manliness and winning not only require an encyclopedic knowledge of sports rules, but also of sports strategies and tactics. Winning in a sport such as football does not always mean a frontal attack, regardless of what the general in Kelly’s Heroes thinks. The sports metaphors found in combat films provide instances that make this point. As he often does in Patton, the general explains to his chief of staff that understanding the history of warfare (reading the playbook) is essential to success in the present. To solve the post–D-Day problems the Allies are experiencing in French hedgerow country, the U.S. command should simply look to the past, but in sports terms. He explains, “What they should do now is pivot the way von Schlieffen planned it in the First World War. Then we might get a chance to do some real broken field running.” Shortly after this scene, Gen. Bradley explains “Operation Cobra” to Patton, a plan similar to von Schlieffen’s, which Bradley calls a “sweeping end run,” which he has assigned to Patton’s Third Army.

			As introduced earlier, in Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, reciprocity in boxing is compared to the United States’ bold strike on the Japanese mainland. With their fleet devastated from the attack on Pearl Harbor, rather than attempt an open attack, the Americans used another more clever approach. In the film, Lt. Col. Doolittle calls this daring raid “Uncle Sam’s first counterpunch of the war.” And like a short jab of a counterpunch, the Doolittle raid was meant to prevent the Japanese from rushing headlong across the Pacific and overrunning Hawaii. Instead, the unexpected counterpunch into the Japanese mainland made the enemy unsure about their own rear echelon. It took many months for the Japanese military, off balance from the Doolittle counterpunch, to discover that the Americans did not attack Japan from a secret base in “Shangri-La,” somewhere in the Japanese rear. Rather, these light U.S. bombers flew off the deck of the aircraft carrier the U.S.S. Hornet.

			Part of any sports strategy is to intimidate the opponent. Counterpunches may be one way, but another, with shouts and grimaced faces, as useful in football as in Indian attacks or a Confederate charge, is pure vocal intimidation. This kind of threatening is as old as Homo sapiens. Consider the first terrible oration Gunnery Sgt. Hartman (R. Lee Ermey) hollers at his men in Full Metal Jacket. He has just explained to his marines that he will be their drill instructor (DI) and that they will hate him. One recruit (Matthew Modine), whom Hartman soon nicknames Pvt. Joker, makes a poor attempt at humor. When Joker picks himself up off the floor following the DI’s punch in the stomach, Hartman yells the following (the entire conversation is yelled at the tops of their voices):

			Hartman: Pvt. Joker, why did you join my beloved corps?

			Joker: Sir, to kill, sir.

			Hartman: So you’re a killer?

			Joker: Sir, yes sir.

			Hartman: Lemme see your war face!

			Joker: (confused) Sir?

			Hartman: You gotta war face? (He gives Joker an ugly face and screams) Aaaah! That’s a war face. Now lemme see your war face.

			Joker: (Grimaces as best he can and screams) Aaaah!

			Hartman: Bullshit. You didn’t convince me. Lemme see your real war face.

			Joker: (Screaming even louder and with more grimacing) Aaaah!

			Hartman: You don’t scare me. Work on it.

			With that, the DI walks away to terrorize someone else.3

			8. Females Are Losers

			To men, winning is everything, and in the socialization of American boys, winning at any cost might be acceptable under certain conditions. The way women and girls might approach winning might be less testosterone laden, more likely to be philosophical, perhaps adopting the notion that “it’s not whether you win or lose, but how you play the game.” But male norms classify losing as lacking sufficient male hormones or large, metal-hard genitalia, and it is classed as equal only to the female. When a boy plays golf with his dad, he’s likely to hear someone in the group whose putt stops woefully short of the hole or his miss-hit drive that doesn’t travel down the fairway as far as the ladies’ tees referred to as an “Alice,” a classic reference to the weakling younger sister in James Fenimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans. In the case of a dribbled drive that does not travel past the ladies’ tees, some macho golfers insist that the testosterone and anatomically challenged member of their group march up to the ladies’ tee box and lower his trousers in penance.

			Consider a recent Top-Flite golf ball campaign in which a mythical professional golfer is criticized by commentators for hitting a lay-up shot short of a greenside water hazard on a par-five hole rather than attempting to go for the green. The on-course commentator approaches the golfer, calls him a “Sally,” and tells him to “man up” and go for the green with Top-Flite D2 golf balls, which presumably will assist the golfer in hitting the ball farther. Visiting Top-Flite’s “Man Up” website, we found statements such as the following:

			Never lay up, never wuss out.

			We’re for ‘no guts, no glory’ golf.

			Teaching the pin a lesson.

			Letting the big dog eat.

			And for those “wusses” [Top-Flite’s euphemism for less manly, sissified golfers who don’t go for it], we believe in calling them out—mercilessly. We can, because when it counts, we have the balls to go for it. (www.theballstogoforit.com/base.html)

			In this interactive website, if the reader clicks on the link to “play it safe,” a pink graphic opens, featuring a cute kitten and the words, “Aww, your ‘play it safe’ golf is a cute as a kitten. Once you’re ready to man up and go for it with your golf game, click here.” If the reader does “click here,” the next screen says, “Now that we’ve ditched those mama’s boys, here: Don’t let the dimples fool ya: This’ll put hair on your game’s chest.”

			Encouraging golfers to adopt their macho ethic and avoid acting in any way like a female, Top-Flite’s website has an “insults” link, which includes an announcer describing a “penalty” for a golfer who can’t consistently hit his drives past the ladies’ tees. He is forced to tee it up from the ladies’ tees. Top-Flite admonishes the golfer to, “Man up and play golf, dude!” The announcer also says that a golfer who constantly lays up with a four-iron, rather than attack a green guarded by hazards with his driver, no longer can be a member of the (implied) men’s club and must heretofore use pink tees and go by the name of “Irene.” One link even shows a wussy golfer dressed in pink pedal pushers, standing in front of his pink golf cart and holding a club covered with a fuzzy animal head cover. You arrive at this link by clicking an icon shaped like a pink purse. Another link makes a not-too-veiled allusion to male impotence by describing any player who consistently can’t get his ball up in the air as “projectile dysfunctional” (www.theballstogoforit.com).

			It’s not just in advertising campaigns where we find male–female comparisons in golf (What is it about golf, anyway? Is it because golf, compared to, say, full-contact football, is considered a sissy sport?) In the November 2010 issue of Golf Digest, there’s a seemingly innocent article about the new driver golf clubs that guarantee that golfers will hit their drives farther, thus not being humiliated by their lack of manly ball-striking power in front of their peers. The article begins with a full-page cover picture, featuring a scrabbly bearded, manly looking golfer wearing a pink golf shirt, a pink golf glove, and a string of pearls. To top it off, he is in the process of applying lipstick. The headline on the page says, “Tired of Being the Short Hitter?” (Adler, 2010, 67). The article and picture clearly imply that if you purchase one of these new long drivers, you won’t be the one who hits your tee shot embarrassingly short, as if struck by a woman.

			Lucy Komisar (1976) writes the following:

			Boys are encouraged to roughhouse; girls are taught to be gentle (“ladylike”). Boys are expected to get into fights, but admonished not to hit girls. . . . Men are aggressive as they “take” or “make” women, showing their potency (“power”) in their conquest. Women, on the other hand, “submit” and “surrender,” allowing themselves to be “violated” or “possessed.” (203)

			Until recently, in sports, women were considered inferior weaklings, due to the strength differential between genders. It’s a little-remembered fact that in the 1950s, there was a rule in schoolgirl basketball that prevented females from dribbling the ball all the way down the court, since it was assumed that girls were too weak to run that distance. Girls were limited to dribbling three steps before being required to stop (presumably to take a ladylike breath or two) and then pass off the ball.

			In the testosterone-laden Top Gun (1986), the entire training setup at the Top Gun school for advanced aerial combat training is analogous to a men’s athletic competition. Points are earned for victories over opponents in mock aerial dogfights. Scoring is announced with the regularity of a sports stadium PA system. Early in the competition, while examining the prize, the Top Gun trophy, one of the flyers, “Slider” (Rick Rossovich), whose call sign (nickname) is itself sexually suggestive, quips, “The second place trophy is down the hall, in the ladies’ room.”

			As introduced in chapter 1, in A Guy Named Joe (1943), Pete (Spencer Tracy), the ghost of a World War II bomber pilot killed in action, becomes a guardian angel to another pilot, Ted (Van Johnson), helping him learn to fly and coaching him. Pete can’t be heard or seen, but Ted senses Pete’s instructions and reacts, as if by instinct. Eventually, Ted is successful and becomes an ace. Pete’s former girlfriend, Dorinda, also a pilot, is not allowed into combat, despite her expert flying ability. She is permitted only to shuttle planes back and forth for the men.

			As the screenplay would have it, Dorinda falls in love with Ted. She overhears plans for Ted to fly what may be a suicide mission to bomb a Japanese emplacement. Out of love for Ted, Dorinda (Irene Dunne) steals Ted’s plane and flies the mission herself. Of course, this is 1943, so the ghostly Pete flies along as Dorinda’s coach, coaching her like a modern day offensive coordinator radios plays into the quarterback’s helmet. To bolster his ego, a male must feel superior to someone. The female provides this “inferior” comparison, and men would like to keep women in this role. That’s one of the reasons at the beginning of the twentieth century that so many American men fought so hard against permitting women to vote. Let suffragette Alice Duer Miller’s 1915 rejoinder to male arguments against the vote for women—complete with views on men and sports and war—to complete this section:

			Why We Oppose Votes for Men

			1. Because man’s place is in the army.

			2. Because no really manly man wants to settle any question otherwise than fighting about it.

			3. Because if men should adopt peaceable methods, women will no longer look up to them.

			4. Because men will lose their charm if they step out of their natural sphere and interest themselves in other matters than feats of arms, uniforms, and drums.

			5. Because men are too emotional to vote. Their conduct at baseball games and political conventions shows this, while their innate tendency to appeal to force renders them particularly unfit for the task of government. (215)

			9. Know the Score

			This precept is voiced in many ways in these films, but it usually adds up to the importance of understanding what is going on, the big picture of what is at stake at any given time in a battle or war. Again, to be successful in sports or war, real men “know the score” and understand what’s happening and what must be done at all times. For example, in The Longest Day (1962), Brig. Gen. Norman Cota’s (Robert Mitchum) pep talk to his men, who are pinned down by murderous fire on Omaha Beach, urges them to attack, rather than just sit there, when he says, “I don’t have to tell you men the score. You all know it. Only two kinds of men are going to stay on this beach, those who’re already dead and those who’re gonna die. Now get off your butts!”

			In Bombardier! (1943), knowing the score for a tough bombing raid for which they have been training for months is a simple statement of fact: Training is over, and it’s time to commence the football game. So right before the big raid, the group commander and his flyers gather in a footballlike huddle, reach in, place their right hands on top of the commander’s in the middle of the huddle, and listen to the commander’s (read quarterback’s) words: “Of course, you’ve all played football: This is the kickoff.” Of course, the commander/quarterback was Pat O’Brien, who played the title character, a famous football coach in Knute Rockne, All American (1940). And it’s interesting that he just automatically assumes that all his men have played football. No sissies, water boys, or chess club members on his team.

			In these combat films, clever players sometimes use American sports terms to confuse the enemy. As previously introduced, in American Guerilla in the Philippines, the Japanese have been listening to U.S. radio transmissions. So Ensign Palmer uses mixed football and baseball terms in a coded report on enemy shipping: “Two large wolves on the twenty-yard line, going down center field.” Likewise, in the Vietnam War film Bat-21 (1988), air force officers use golf terms for map references to locate a downed flyer, because they were sure that the Viet Cong, who were listening, could not comprehend the game.

			Sports terms in combat films are not limited to those tactical phrases used during a game, but they are also utilized to describe war as a kind of grand spectator sport. Manliness, it seems, extends beyond a player’s active role in the game to the role of fan (short for fanatic, which best describes some men’s allegiance to the games of their youth). As mentioned, the general in Kelly’s Heroes listens to the “game” on his radio and acts every bit as fanatic as any twenty-first-century tailgate party participant. In A Walk in the Sun (1945), one soldier gripes about only being able to hear the fighting from the gully in which he and a sergeant are hiding, saying, “You get a grandstand seat, but we can’t see nothing.” In One Minute to Zero (1952), from high ground, U.S. soldiers watch as their own planes bomb a column of enemy tanks. “This time we got box seats,” one officer says.

			Sometimes, “knowing the score” simply means, in 1940s slang, “getting wise” to the situation. In They Were Expendable, a dying crewman’s question to one of his shipmates is couched in a sports metaphor when he asks, “What’s the score?” It’s somewhat unclear for a moment whether he’s asking his shipmates how well the squadron did on their mission (incredibly, two PT boats’ torpedo attacks sank both a destroyer and a large cruiser), or whether he was asking if his wounds were mortal. But his honest shipmate’s answer is, “Ninth inning, kid.” The crewman turns his head and dies.

			Likewise, in Destination Tokyo (1943), one crewman on board the submarine Copperfin hands an injured sailor a grease pencil so he can “keep score” on the bulkhead near where he’s lying in his bunk. He’s counting the number of times Japanese depth charges miss the sub.

			10. The Enemy Team Is Inferior, So Learn How 
to Exploit Their Weaknesses

			This characteristic, in which the enemy, the Indians (versus the cavalry), the villains (versus James Bond), and so forth, are incapable of the manly skills of shooting straight or waging an intelligent battle, is found in many kinds of action/adventure films. Virtually all combat films made during World War II made it clear to U.S. audiences that the enemy was inferior to Americans in all aspects of war making, and, by inference, were not as deft at the manly arts as the Yanks.

			In A Walk in the Sun, a soldier makes a sportscaster’s appraisal of the enemy’s accuracy after an artillery shell misses the platoon’s landing craft, stating, “Ball one, too high. . . . At [the battle at] Messina they pitched a few strikes. But here, no control, no control.” In God Is My Co-Pilot (1945), Gen. Chennault (Raymond Massey) describes the imminent Japanese air strike in boxing terms, declaring, “The old one-two. Lead with six [planes] from the east and cross with twelve from the west.” Because the enemy never changed their “playbook,” the Flying Tigers were able to anticipate the opponent’s moves and easily shoot down most of the Japanese planes.

			11. Don’t Give Up: Fight on to Victory

			Sports jargon is regularly used to remind soldiers to stay the course, that the manly path is not to be abandoned because of momentary setbacks or other discouraging events. In Bombardier!, when the bomb school commandant asks a cadet how his studies are going, the cadet says that it’s tough, but he’ll be all right. The commandant (Pat O’Brien) replies, “That’s right, keep punching.”

			Similarly, in Wake Island (1942), another commander, a marine, congratulates a subordinate for a job well done by simply saying, “Keep pitching.” And in Battleground (1949), Pvt. Jarvess (John Hodiak) explains to his squadmates why he enlisted, declaring the following:

			The real meaning of the war against fascism, why every American had to get in there and pitch, the logic was magnificent. I couldn’t resist it. The next thing I knew I was on a troop train waving bye-bye to my wife.

			As previously mentioned in Air Force, aircraft gunner Winocki has a bad attitude, which he discusses with a young, inexperienced crewman. Winocki advises the youngster against making the U.S. Army Air Corps his career. The crew chief (Harry Carey) hears this and tells the youngster not to listen and to “Stay in the box, son, and keep on pitching.” Later in the film, the commander of the bomber is told that unless their disabled B-17 can get off the ground in a few hours, it must be destroyed to avoid it falling into the hands of the enemy. “Can you get that engine [that you are working on] running right?” the captain asks. The enthusiastic crew chief boasts, “We’ll have her hitting home runs in ninety minutes flat!” Likewise, in this film, the marine air commander at Midway Island tells the crew of the Mary Ann that if they see his old boss, Gen. MacArthur, to tell him this non sequitur: “that we’ll be in there pitching until they strike us out.” This oxymoronic metaphor is because the marines on Midway assumed that it was only a matter of time before they would be overrun by the Japanese.

			In Gung Ho! (1943), on two occasions, things looked bad for Carlson’s Raiders. Pinned down by the Japanese, “Frankie” (Harold Landon), a young marine, decides to use his track skills to surprise the enemy and destroy their gun emplacement. He strips to the waist, announces that he “used to run the hundred yard dash in ten seconds flat,” and sprints to the objective, evading enemy fire, and he destroys it with hand grenades. He’s wounded but survives. Later, another marine, Kozzaroski (Peter Coe), has an idea. Again, the raiders are pinned down until he commandeers a bulldozer and uses it as if it was a tank, providing cover for the marines to advance. As he explains to his sergeant, “Good old Dubuque [the bulldozer] here is carrying us over for a touchdown.” The marines score their touchdown, but Kozzaroski is killed.

			12. You Gotta Play Hurt

			It should first be understood that in sports talk, playing hurt isn’t exclusively about toughing out a physical injury. As Dan Jenkins writes in his book of the same name, You Gotta Play Hurt (1991) takes its title from an old saying among athletes. Sportswriters use it to sum up problems in their daily lives. Mostly, they use it as they stare at their writing machines, on deadline, hungover.

			But in most references in war films, the saying refers to the manly art of ignoring pain and injury—both physical and mental—to carry on for the team. Most readers are aware of John Wayne’s war film characters’ superhuman abilities to withstand pain and punishment. As you recall in chapter 1, in The Longest Day, Wayne’s character, Lt. Col. Benjamin Vandervoort, suffers a compound leg fracture in a parachute jump, but this undaunted alpha male marches along with his men, using a rifle as a crutch. This is not pure military sacrifice. It is the ethic of the athlete, who, although injured, will continue on for the sake of his team’s victory.

			In The Purple Heart, this “play hurt” ethic is lionized. POW Sgt. Skvoznik (Kevin O’Shea) is led away from his cell by the Japanese, almost certainly to be tortured, but the rest of the crew isn’t worried that Skvoznik will talk, because, as one flyer points out, the sergeant is a former college football star and once “played the best game of his career with three broken ribs.”

			Of course, there are countless war films in which the hero, although wounded, still musters up the strength and wards off the shock to get the job done. Among the more bizarre moments that come to mind are the last few minutes in the life of Lt. Joe Costa (Jack Palance) of Fox Company in the film Attack! (1956). Although his left side was crushed and bleeding profusely when he was literally run over by the treads of a German tank, Costa musters up the strength to hobble through the streets to seek out and shoot Capt. Cooney (Eddie Albert), whose cowardice and mendacity needlessly sent Costa and his men into harm’s way.

			As previously mentioned, in Top Gun, before he is able to engage in combat with the enemy, Lt. Pete “Maverick” Mitchell (Tom Cruise) must overcome the psychological trauma of feeling responsible for a friend’s death. At the climax of the film, struggling with his feelings as well as what his Top Gun commander calls a “confidence problem,” Maverick “plays hurt” and overcomes his handicap, saving other flyers and shooting down enemy planes.

			There are numerous stories in which a critically wounded soldier, sailor, or pilot, playing hurt and realizing that he is likely to die of his wounds, chooses to gut it out and perform a kamikazelike act of heroism in support of his buddies or for the cause. For example, in Bataan (1943), a pilot, Lt. Bentley (George Murphy), wounded and sure to die, dives his dynamite-packed plane into a bridge, destroying it, and preventing the Japanese from using it to resupply and reinforce their fight against the Americans.

			Beyond the War Genre

			There are other examples beyond the war film genre in which modeling behavior and speech clarify and reinforce the prerequisites of manhood. Adventure films and westerns, to name two, are rich with them, and, often, narrative sports films reverse this process, using the nomenclature and vocabulary of warfare to describe, as George Carlin has demonstrated, their interchangeability. Beginning in World War II, even documentary and training films reinforced the messages found in narrative films. Referring to such Hollywood-produced “Victory Films” as Target Tokyo (1945), starring Ronald Reagan, and Winning Your Wings (1942), starring U.S. Army Air Corps lieutenant Jimmy Stewart, Thomas Doherty (1993) writes the following:

			Sports were a wellspring of reference. Baseball and football metaphors (“Hand off the ball,” “Lay down a sacrifice bunt,” “Set up the defense,” “Wait your turn at bat”) sweep through the instructional dialog [in the same manner as they prevail in many narrative films]. (110)

			Limited by time constraints, film and television production requires writers and directors to present exposition in very little time, compared to the more leisurely pace in books. A filmic shorthand, stereotyping, is often used to achieve this succinctness. In the next chapter, we investigate how such stereotyping contributes to the social construction of manliness in war films.

			Notes

			1. The contradiction of Joker’s wearing a peace symbol on his fatigue jacket and scribbling the phrase “Born to Kill” on his helmet is best explained by Carl Jung (1968), as Joker mentioned. Jung’s archetypes of the anima and animus act as a guide to our unconscious unified self. Jung theorized that humans, regardless of gender, are made up of unconscious feminine and masculine components that theoretically give us a balance in decision making. The anima (feminine component) is strongly connected with feelings. The animus (masculine component) is strongly connected with the functions of thinking, courage, and objectivity. Therefore, the peace symbol on Joker’s jacket reflects his anima (feminine) side, and the message on the helmet reflects his animus (masculine) side.

			2. Woody attempts to redeem himself by flying—and dying—on a suicide mission. A soldier’s suicide is often related to survivor guilt, and Woody was certainly guilty over Hap’s death. But even in more normal circumstances, this kind of guilt is often felt by a surviving soldier when one of his buddies is killed. The surviving soldier feels an overwhelming remorse because his buddy is dead and he is still alive. Both suicide and guilt are manifestations of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Woody felt out of control emotionally because of fear and rage. This lack of control and helplessness led to his self-destruction. In a study by Hendin and Haas (1991), PTSD among Vietnam combat veterans emerged as a psychiatric disorder with characteristics of considerable risk for suicide and intensive combat-related guilt. The character of Woody and his guilt and subsequent suicide mission is a personification of the results of this study.

			3. In Full Metal Jacket, Hartman urges his men to adopt savage expressions and develop “war cries.” Beth Azar, in her article “A Case for Angry Men and Happy Women” (2007), describes a series of experiments conducted by D. Vaughn Becker, a cognitive psychologist from Arizona State University. In Becker’s study, a face was described to be masculine if it was making an angry expression. His research suggests that there is a perceptual bias in evidence related to cognitive processes that identifies the male with anger and the female with happiness. Becker wrote that this perception may have begun in our evolutionary past, when an angry man was considered dangerous. In fact, today, men commit 80 to 90 percent of all violent crimes. Hartman’s objective, to turn his marines into true “warriors,” appears to agree with Becker’s gender description and brings to one’s mind the perception of an angular, angry face with a heavy brow. These features caused the participants of Becker’s study to perceive the faces shown to them as “masculine.” Becker related his findings to the brain possessing what he called an “angry male detection module that allows ‘fast and accurate’ detection of what would have been one of the most dangerous entities in our evolutionary past” in which the signals for detecting masculine facial expression have emerged over time (18).

		

	




End of sample
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