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The American movie industry has represented disabled people in its prod­
ucts since the 1890s, but, as r have argued elsewhere, it5 images have only 
occasionally resembled the people on whom they are supposedly based. 
From a political perspective, we might say that such images are designed 
primarily to serve the needs of-indeed, perpetuate-a mainstream society 
that has long subjected its disabled minority to alternating rounds of pater­
nalism, bigotry, and indifference. I 

The movie representation of disabled Vietnam veterans is very much a 
part of this tradition. Of all disabled movie figures, severely injured veterans 
have generally received the most sympathetic and f:worable treatment from 

Hollywood filrnmakers,2 but such constructions, particularly ones related to 
Vietnam, remain problematic. Guided by the belief that people often turn 

to the popular culture that surrounds them for information about disability, 
the Vietnam War, and the intersecting concerns of the two,3 this essay 
examines the Hollywood construction of disabled Vietnam veterans within 
the contexts of the war and American society during and after the war. As I 
hope to show, Hollywood's images have gone well beyond simply "stand­
ing in" for actual disabled Vietnam veterans and serve as integral parts of a 
metaphoric framework that embraces larger aspects of America and the war, 
such as national identity and gender roles. If we agree with the argument 
that Hollywood helps maintain a patriarchal society by perpetuating con­

ventionalized gender roles, its Vietnam-related disabled characters are 
sornething of a conundrum; as we shall see, Hollywood typically endowed 
such figures with the privileged status of white heterosexual masculinity but 

simultaneously coded them as highly disruptive "Others," in part beca~se of 
their participation in a morally ambiguous war, in part because of what may 

be read as their symbolic castration and its potential for weakening patriar-
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chal values. 4 Faced with this representational dilemma, Hollywood typically 
attempted 'to neutralize the vets' disruptiveness in a manner consistent with 
the cautionary biblical tale of the prodigal son: lay blame on them, redeem 
them if they demonstrate a new worthiness, and then reabsorb them. This 
study, which also incorporates alternative interpretations of the films offered 
by other commentators and a comparison of the disabled Vietnam vet 
images with their World War II counterparts, should provide a better 
understanding of the sociopolitical forces that have shaped these particular 
movie images and the ways audiences may have received them. 

Basic Narrative Patterns 

The surface narratives of the films that present disabled Vietnam vet, in 

major roles-Coming Home (r978), Cutter's Way (198r), Born on the Fourth ~f 

July (I989), and Scent of a l;fIoman (I992)-are well known and need not be 
recounted here in detail,5 but it is worth noting that they differ with regard 
to their points of attack; in other words, their narrative trajectories begin at 
different stages in the main characters' lives. Born 011 the Fourth c:f July com­
mences with Ron Kovic's youth in Massapequa, New York, well before his 
service in Vietnam, while Coming Home introduces Luke Martin after he has 
returned from Vietnam and is undergoing rehabilitation in a V A hospital. 
Cutter's Way and Scent of a Woman follow a third option: they start after the 
lead characters (Alex Cutter and Frank Slade, respectively) have completed 

the rehabilitative process and returned to civilian life. If we treat the main 

characters' evolution as the defining narrative, however, we find that the 
productions follow a distinctly similar pattern: each film constructs its vet, 
postinjury, as a lonely, embittered substance-abuser who, after an epiphany 
(and often with the assistance of a politically naive character), redirects his 
pent-up rage toward some larger purpose. 

This observation merits closer scrutiny. Coming Home first presents the 
symbolically disempowered Luke Martin as rage-filled (in a memorable 
scene in a VA hospital, he splatters his urine bag while thrashing about on a 
gurney) but then shows him becoming partially "remasculinized" through 
his affair with the politically ingenuous Sally Hyde. Saddled with saintly 
monikers, Luke becomes something of a saint himself-and completes his 

remasculinization process-after learning that a friend at the VA has com­
mitted suicide; he shackles himself to the gates of a Marine Corps recruit­

ment facility in a symbolic attempt to stop others from going to Vietnam 

and later gives an emotional speech to high-school students about the need­
lessness of the war. Cutter's Way shows the highly abrasive Alex Cutter to 
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be utterly without purpose until he learns about a murder in his home town 
of Santa Barbara. He convinces himself that a corporate executive named J. 
J. Cord is guilty of the crime and relentlessly pursues him with the help of 
his self-centered and noncommittal friend Rich Bone, even though Cord's 
guilt may be entirely the product of Alex's imagination. In Born on the Fourth 

o.f July) Ron Kovic evolves from a war supporter to an impassioned antiwar 
activist who leads a protest at the 1972 Republican National Convention. 

Scent of a Woman initially portrays Frank Slade as a suicidal misanthrope, but 
at the end of the film he comes to the aid of Charlie Simms, a fresh-EKed 
young man who had been hired as Frank's caretaker and now risks losing a 

Harvard scholarship if he does not inform on a prep school peer. 
Disabled vets who occupy relatively minor roles follow a different pat­

tern; they are often quietly reintegrated into their society with little if any 
acknowledgment about Vietnam. Alice)s Restaurant (I969) shows Jacob, an 
African American who lost a hand in Vietnam, as one of several people who 

have been unobtrusively accepted into a commune in Stockbridge, Massa­
chusetts. In The Deer Hunter (1978), the severely injured Stevie is initially 
shown to have readjustment problems-he refuses to leave the VA hospi­
tal-but by the end of the film he has rather anonymously blended back 
into his circle of friends with no recognition of any moral issues surround­
ing Vietnam. A subnarrative of Modern Problems (198r) involves Brian Stills, 
an extremely well adjusted disabled vet who runs his own publishing com­
pany. Among the former I960s radicals who gather for a friend's funeral in 
The Big Chill (I983) is Nick, a veteran who appears able-bodied but never­
theless alludes several times to an emasculating injury suffered in Vietnam. 6 

The title character of Suspect (1987), a deafened vet named Carl Wayne 
Anderson, is accused of committing a murder and is eventually "rescued" 
by a public defender and a jurist illegally collaborating on his behalf Like 
most of the films cited above, however, Suspect avoids confronting any 
moral issues arising from the intersection of Vietnam and disability. 

Forrest Gump (1994), the rnost recent of the films discussed in this essay, 
presents a disabled vet who occupies a kind of middle ground; Dan Taylor, 

Forrest Gump's commanding officer in Vietnam, is not the film's main 
character, but he does appear in many scenes. Dan loses both legs above the 

knee during an attack and, like the major characters of the other films noted 
above, is constructed postinjury as extremely bitter, alcoholic, and suicidal. 
Unlike them, however, he does not engage in any "rescue mission." He is 

instead helped out of his deep depression by the childlike Gump and even­
tually reabsorbed into the mainstream. 

What are we to nuke of these images? What did Forrest Gump director 
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Robert Zemeckis mean, for instance, when he said, "I saw characters [in the 
film] as metaphors for different aspects of the American character"?7 If we 
accept the view that movies are politically charged commodities that con­

tain perspectives on issues that filmmakers are asking audiences to "buy," 
we are forced to ask questions about the movies described above: What are 
the films attempting to "sell," and for what purpose? In particular, what are 
the filmmakers trying to encourage spectators into believing about disabled 
veterans, the Vietnam War, and American society? In a sense, the images 
described above are mythic icons produced by a major cultural industry 
ostensibly to help general audiences understand the war and its aftermath. 
Susan Mackey-Kallis provided a start toward understanding these figures 
with her general suggestion that "the image of the [disabled] Vietnam vet 
reconstructing his life stateside, such as Stevie in The Deer Hunter) Luke in 
Coming Home) Alex Cutter in Cutter)s Way) and Ron Kovic in Bom on the 

Fourth of July) also became metaphoric for the American public's attempt to 
do likewise."8 As I argue below, however, the situation is considerably 

more complex. 

A Historical Overview of the Film. Im.agery 

Albert Auster and Leonard Quart suggested in How the War Was Rcmcm­

bered: Hollywood and Vietnam that Hollywood initially tried to make the 
Vietnam War accessible to the general public-to mythologize it, in 

effect-through the creation of two archetypal figures: the wounded vet 

and the superman. The wounded-vet image took on two forms: the psy­
chologically injured veteran frequently given to mindless rampages as a 
result of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and, to a lesser extent, the 
physically injured vet whose wounds symbolized the guilt of the nation. 
The superman, on the other hand, "lived beyond conventional values [and 
projected] an aura of almost superhuman courage and power and personal 
invulnerability," in Quart's words. 9 Auster and Quart suggested that the 
madman/victim and superman metaphors ultimately failed because audi­

ences wanted more resonant figures to have the war explained to them. 

"The cautiously evolved Vietnam symbols and protagonists of the r970s 

(the wounded vet and the superman) had only partially filled the need for 
acceptable and accessible Vietnam metaphors," they wrote. "As a matter of 
fact, instead of supplying a satisfYing basis for any kind of Vietnam genre, 
[the moviemakers'] attempts succeeded in only confusing the audience­

sometimes even inspiring remorse, guilt, and anxiety-and in stifling further 

cinematic consideration of the war."IO 
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Though this latter point is certainly moot, Auster and Quart's com­
ments on the failure of these images are apt. The wounded-vet and super­
man archetypes, the first of which lent itself too readily to sensationalistic or 
pitiable representations, while the second was too closely associated with 
theJohnWayne~Audie Murphy type of figure found in World War II era 
films, were eventually replaced by a round ofless exaggerated images, ones 
that stressed the veterans' roles as "survivors" and their ability to persevere. J J 

Coming Home serves as an important transitional film from the first 

wave of Vietnam vet depictions to the second. It constructs Luke Martin at 
first as a person mindlessly raging about (though, importantly, he does not 
harm anyone during such outbursts), but by the end of the film he is por­
trayed as a survivor: a thoughtful, impassioned antiwar activist who raises 
people's awareness of the war through various strategies. It helped pave the 
way for "survivor" films of the 1980s and 1990S such as Cutter's Way, Born 

on the Fourth of July, Scent of a Woman, and Forrest Gump. 

As Auster and Quart have observed, Cutter's ~Vay works particularly 

well as a survivor film (even though Alex is ironically the only disabled 
Vietnam veteran among the ones discussed in this essay to die as a result of 

his beliefs). "Cutter's Way succeeds in managing to touch upon the tortured 

Vietnam and the ambiguous counterculture legacies without indulging in 
sentimental cliches or egregious stereotypes," they wrote. "The film takes 

the Vietnam metaphors developed in the films of the 1970S and deepens 
them by creating a more complex synthesis of them. Consequently, as 
evoked by the character of Alex Cutter, the wounded vet no longer 
resembles the passive victim of earlier Vietnam films, to be either pitied or 
feared, nor in his moments of grandiosity is he touched by the superman 
romanticism that sUlTounds Michael Vronsky in The Deer Hunter or the 
metahistorical Kurtz in Apocalypse NOW."12 Though the film's murder mys­
tery is only tangentially related to Vietnam, it serves as a powerful metaphor 
for the Vietnam experience as seen from Alex's perspective. As I argued in a 

previous essay, Alex's "way" of making sense of the world around him 
includes seeing himself as a war protestor, the businessman Cord as a Vietnam 

policy-setter who demands unquestioning loyalty, the murdered teenager as 
a "grunt" who died as a result of power politics, and his bland, self-absorbed 
friend Rich Bone as an initially uncommitted citizen who eventually turns 
against the war. On a more abstract level, Cutter's Way suggests all people are 
disabled (or incomplete) in some way and that they need each other to 
achieve the wholeness necessary to accomplish moral and political goals. l3 

Coming Home, Cutter's Way, and the others not only represent their 
lead characters as survivors but, as noted above, also show them pursuing 
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larger goals: protesting the war on either a micro level (Coming Home) or a 
macro one (Born ort the Fourth of July), snaring an alleged murderer (Cutter's 

Way), helping a friend in danger oflosing a college scholarship (Scent of a 

l¥oman). Denied the heroic status bestowed on veterans of other wars, par­
ticularly World War II, they seek to become what we might call "alterna--­

tive heroes." In other words, the above films construct their main charac­
ters as survivors and then as heroes of a different sort who struggle with a 

society that treats with them with hostility or indifference, or both. 

The Disabled Vietnam Vet Images in Their 

Societal Context 

The relationship between the survivors-cum-alternative-heroes and their 
society needs to be explored more closely. The films suggest that society had 
conditioned the vets to want to be heroes, rejected them as the war turned 
increasingly unpopular at home, and then treated them as modern-day 
equivalents of the biblical prodigal son by accepting them back into the fold 
if they had redeemed themselves by perfonning heroic deeds (or, in the case 
of the minor-character films, if they were redeemed by others) by the films' 

conclusion.I4 The society depicted in these films is as much a part of the 

metaphoric design as the vets themselves, as a closer examination reveals. 
Born on the Fourth of July is perhaps the most self-conscious of the films 

in its attempt to metaphorize different aspects of the war and American soci­
ety. The trope at the heart of both the film and the autobiography is simple 

yet powerful: America is the disabled Vietnam veteran, and vice versa. In 
other words, Ron Kovic and his country, coincidentally "born" on the 
same day, undergo a similar maturation; his evolution from a war supporter 
crippled by his beliefs to an antiwar activist parallels the country's own 

development from the 1950S to the I970s. 
The filmmakers were quite conscious of the America/Kovic metaphor 

and emphasized it frequently in interviews. Tom Cruise, the actor who 

played Kovic, stressed the point that Born on the Fourth of July is more than a 
simple coming-to-terms kind of story: "The film isn't about a man in a 
wheelchair. [It's about] the country, what it went through, was, became. 

You know, an invalid ... It was a crippling time for this country, and you 
had to get beyond this man and a chair." The film's director, Oliver Stone, 
expressed similar sentiments. "We wanted to show America, and Tom, and 
through Tom, Ron, being put in a wheelchair, losing their potency," he 
said. "We wanted to show Arnerica being forced to redefine its concept of 

heroism."I5 
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For some reviewers, this trope proved too heavy-handed and discour_ 
aged audiences from regarding the Kovic character as a fully fleshed-out 
hunun being. Writing in C0111111r>1111'('al, Christian Appy suggested that man 
of the film's individual moments "may seem on the mark------,'the way it real/ 

was' -but Stone is constantly basting them with a mythic sauce. And s~ 
what comes out this time is not a searching exarnination of Ron Kovic's life, 

but a symbolic life, the effort to make Kovic's experience represent the his­
tory of an entire nation." His perspective echoes that of NewsllJ('ck reviewer 
David Ansen, who suggested that the film. is "trying so hard to be archetypal 
it ends up feeling unreaL You can't connect to the characters because 
they've been deprived of personality: they're simply white-bread symbols of 
deluded American patriotism. ",6 

In my view, the America/Kovic metaphor fails for another reason; in 
both the book and the movie, Kovic spends considerable time separating 
himself (or finding himself separated) from the very society that the 
filmmakers insist he "is." For example, the free-verse poem that begins the 

autobiography, and which was later adapted into a bit of Kovic's dialogue 
for the film's demonstration scene at the 1972 Republican National Con­

vention, features an "I-You" strategy that serves mainly to differentiate 
Kovic fi·om his country: 

I am the living death 
the memorial day on wheels 
I am your yankee doodle dandy 
your john wayne come home 
your fourth of july firecracker 
exploding in the grave '7 

In Film Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.s. History, Robert Burgoyne has 
read into Bom on the Fourth of July an alternative (and richer) metaphor, one 
that hinges on gender roles, national identity, and Freud's notion of "res­

cue": America is a woman that needs to be saved. "Linking the symbolism 
of nationalism to the iconography of gender in an overt way, the film anat­
ornizes the failure of masculinist national ideals in the Vietnam period, 
offering in its closing scenes an alternative image of nation based on the 
metaphor of a rnaternal, social body America," he wrote. On the other 
hand, the film "restores the privileged place of the male hero by appealing 
to another cultural paradigm, what Freud called 'the rescue fantasy' in 
which the male hero gains authority by 'rescuing' the nation, figured as a 
woman, from its own weakness. In its portrait of the Vietnam veteran as 
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FIG. 3. Born on the Fourth ~fJuly (1989). Ron Kovic (Tom Cruise) reclaims 
his manhood by protesting his government's policies in Vietnam. 

103 

victim of patriarchy on the one hand and as savior of the nation on the 

other, Born on the Fourth of July solicits a more complex reading of masculine 
agency in the Vietnam film than has been given to date."I8 

Whether or not we agree fully with Burgoyne's Freudian interpreta­

tion, it should be clear that gender issues have played a pivotal role in the 

construction of national identity in Born on the Fourth of July and, by exten­
sion, the other films discussed in this essay. As Susan Jeffords has argued 
convincingly in her book, The Remas(u/inization of America: Gender and the 
Vietnam War, "gender is the matrix through which Vietnam is read, inter­
preted and reframed in dominant American culture."'9 Issues of sexual dif­

ference also loomed large in W odd War II era films that presented the state­

side reintegration of disabled veterans, and a comparison of the movie 
constructions of disabled Vietnam vets, their World War II counterparts, 
and their respective societies will help bring these issues into sharper focus. 
Though Auster and Quart have insisted that the permanent injuries of 
Hollywood's World War II disabled veterans "were mainly symbols of anx­
iety and fear over the adjustment to postwar American society," while "the 
Vietnam-produced wounds were marks of equivocation, disillusion, and 
rage with war itself, "20 I maintain that the intersection of disability, war, 
gender, and American identity makes for a more intricate reading. 
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The Evolving Image of Disabled Veterans 
since the 19408 

The manifest narratives of the Wodd War II era films that represented dis­
abled veterans had among their chief concerns the vets' rehabilitation and 
successful reentry into civilian life. In film after film-Since You Went Away 

(1944), Thirty Seconds over Tokyo (1944), The Enchanted Cottage (1945), Pride 

oj the Marines (I945), Till the End of Time (I946), The Best Years oj Our Lives 

(1946), Home oJthe Brave (I949), The Men (I95I), Bright Victory (195I), and 
doubtless others-the disabled vets' psychological conflicts, readjustment 
problems, and ultimate rehabilitation took up significant screen time. In the 

exemplary and justly £1mous film The Best Years of Our Lives, a sailor who 
lost both hands in a shipboard accident is one of three ex-servicemen who 
find the road to readjustment rough, if, with the support of friends and fam­

ily, eventually maneuverable. 
As a number of historians have observed, post~ World War II Ameri­

can society was deeply divided about the returning vets; it wanted to wel­
come them but at the same time was concerned about the disruptive effects 
that these millions of demobilized men, able-bodied and disabled alike, 
might have on it. 2[ The films that depicted disabled veterans reflected these 
anxieties on a sub textual level, but their surface stories revealed a very dif­
ferent perspective, one redolent of "spin control": they suggested that the 
vets were returning to a mostly unified and welcoming society that shared 
in their triumph when they inevitably overcame physical and psychological 
obstacles. 

The films' preoccupation with the successful reabsorption of disabled 
veterans into society is traceable in part to concerns both political and eco­
nomic. During the early years of American involvement in W odd War II, 
Hollywood combined patriotic sentiments with a desire to protect 

profitable overseas markets and began turning out numerous products that 
promoted the war effort. By the latter years of the conflict and throughout 
the postwar period, a time when disabled veterans were on the minds of 
many/2 it often included disabled-vet characters in its productions. Since 
the industry's general philosophy dictated that almost every American vet­
eran it depicted would automatically wear the mantle of heroism, Holly­
wood found itself in the peculiar position of having to resolve a paradox 
largely of its own making; it somehow had to inscribe the heavily masculin­

ized notion of heroism upon symbolically castrated, feminized males to 

demonstrate that patriarchal values had not been permanently vitiated. In 
previous decades, Hollywood frequently resorted to the repaternalizing 
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"miracle cure" scenario to reward disabled characters coded as "good" (for 

example, almost half of the approximately 200 disahility-related feature films 
produced during the 1920S showed the disabled characters undergoing a 

cure),23 but, by World War II, most filmmakers realized that audiences were 

no longer buying that facile idea, if they ever did.2+ A partial solution was to 
cast virile actors such as Van Johnson ("the rhapsodized dream boy ofvirtu­
ally every romantic female fan," according to -New York Times critic Bosley 
Crowther?5 and Marlon Brando in several of the roles (in Thirty Seconds over 

Tokyo and The Men, respectively) while concomitantly having the women 
in the vets' lives remasculinize them by serving as both wives and mothers 
to them. These films insisted that the veterans needed to be heroized, 

remasculinized, and reassimilated into society at all costs, and that the 
women on the home front were the primary agents for these tasks. 26 

This cycle of disabled-vet films continued into the 1950S, but the onset 
of the Korean War and fears of a global Communist menace led filmmakers 

to reconsider their position. They were no doubt influenced by the box­
office failure of The MeIl, a study of wheelchair-using World War II veter­

ans whose title left little doubt about the way its makers wanted the vets to 
be perceived. Though it received widespread critical acclaim, 771e 1i1en had 
the misfortune of opening two weeks after the outbreak of the Korean War. 
"Designed as a post-war picture it was suddenly facing a pre-war mental­
ity," wrote its director, Fred Zinnemann. "No wonder that people whose 
sons, husbands and fathers were going to fight could not bear to watch a 
movie such as ours. It folded in two weeks."27 Filmmakers were still inter­

ested in exploring the lives of disabled World War II veterans but, in the 

wake of the new war, began altering their strategies for representing them. 
The severely injured veteran at the center of Bad Day at Black Rock (1954) 

amply demonstrates his karate and judo expertise in his one-person battle 
against townspeople who had murdered aJapanese-American during World 

War II, for example, while The Eternal Sea JI955) and The Wings of Eagles 

(I957) show their disabled vets fighting for, and receiving, the chance to 
I'eturn to wartime duty after their rehabilitation. We may surmise that 
filmmakers in the 1950S found it insufficient to show the vets merely blend­
ing into mainstream society; with the Cold War as their backdrop, they 
began showing postrehabilitative disabled vets in more traditionally heroic 
situations with wornen playing little if any role in their remasculinization. 28 

The major films discussed in this essay went a step beyond this latter set 

of World War n disabled-vet films by showing the veterans as maladjusted 

and alienated from women from the start. Several eady Vietnam vet films­
Coming Home, A10dcrn Problems, The Big Chill-do eventually show women 
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acting as remasculinizing agents but in ways more problematic than in the 
Wodd War II films: Corning Horne, which was widely criticized for its 
conflation of political and romantic issues/9 presents Luke committing 
adultery with the woman who had been an eady target of his rage; Modem 
Problems shows Brian (an avatar of the "modern problem" of Vietnam, per­
haps) developing a loving relationship with a woman but well after his suc­
cess as a businessman; and The Big Chill has Nick spending the night with 
the quirky, enigmatic girlfriend of the man whom he and his friends had just 
buried,30 The other films treat female figures in a very different way; the 
women are either ineffective or, worse, carry blame for the vets' misfortune. 
This scenario is most powerfully realized in Born on the Fourth of July, which 

splits the mother-spouse construction so prevalent in the Wodd War II era 

films into separate characters with disastrous results for its lead character: 
Kovic's mother is demonized for having pushed him into the war and his 

war-protestor girlfriend Donna, despite her platitudes about wanting to help 
him, plays no rolein his remasculinization. He turns to a Mexican prostitute 
in desperation, and she seems sympathetic at first, but he soon realizes that 
her interest in him is related solely to her role as a sex-for-hire mercenary. 

Similar sentiments guided other films in this tradition. Until their con­
cluding moments, Scent of a Woman and Forrest Cump show prostitutes to be 
the only possible female partners for Frank Slade and Dan Taylor, while 
Alex Cutter's adulterous and heavily depressed wife Mo communicates 
mainly by hurling verbal barbs at her disabled husband or lapsing into 
silence. Unless we accept Robert Burgoyne's reading of America in Born on 
the Fourth <!/'July as a woman in need of rescue and extend it to the other 

films, we find that the female imagery in the disabled Vietnam vet films 
consists largely of demons, whores, and do-nothings. 

Concluding Thoughts 

To "help" audiences understand the Vietnam War, these films suggested 
that the vets had sought their manhood in Vietnam and with high irony lost 
it there, and that, as participants in an unpopular war, they did not deserve 
the traditional remasculinization process afforded the World War II vets. 
The seemingly automatic reabsorption of disabled veterans into American 
society (and, typically, into the waiting arms of adoring women) so com­
monly represented in the World War II films found little expression in the 

Vietnam films a generation later; instead, the major-character vets had to 

"prove" their heroism and manhood (to paraphrase Don Kunz, they had to 
fight to reclaim their masculinity in this country, having lost it in another) 
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before a reintegration could possibly occur. On this point, Christian Appy's 

commentary on Born on the Fourth <!/July applies eq1lJlly well to the other 
main movies discussed in this essay: "The film's nagging implication is that 
the real motive behind Kovic's antiwar activities is the desire to recover his 
manhood; that he found in this crusade an outlet for the heroic self-expres­
sion he had been looking for his whole life." In some cases, that reintegra­
tion is epitomized by mainstream romance or, at least, the promise of it. 
Near the end of Scent of a Woman, for example, Frank offers a spirited, 
heroic defense of Charlie at the youth's disciplinary hearing and then, heady 
with his success, flirts with a female teacher shortly thereafter. She is not 
unreceptive to his forwardness, raising the distinct possibility that women 

other than prostitutes might now take an interest in this newly remasculin­
ized figure. The film concludes with the sense that Frank has taken the first 

steps toward a successful reentry into his societyY 
Forrest Cump, with its secondary character of Dan, merits special atten­

tion for its unusual strategy of heroizing a relatively passive if undeniably 
rage-filled veteran. As revealed in the film's closing moments, the "vet 
reclamation" process is already under way on a number of fronts. Firstly, the 
film shows Dan as newly reconstituted; when he appears at Forrest and 
Jenny's wedding, he wears prostheses under his formal attire and looks 
"whole" for the first time since his accident. Forrest greets him with 
"You've got new legs-new legs," to which Dan replies, "Yeah, I got new 
legs." Secondly, the film associates him with an exceptionally high-ranking 
group of heroic icons: astronauts. Earlier in ~he film, when Forrest mentions 

that he plans to harvest shrimp for a living, Dan taunts him by cackling 

drunkenly, "If you're ever a shrimp boat captain, that's the day I'm an astro­
naut." Forrest does eventually become a shrimp boat captain, a highly suc­
cessful one at that, and hires Dan as his first mate. Now, at Forrest and 

Jenny's wedding, Dan notes that his prostheses are made of a titanium alloy, 
pointedly adding that "it's what they use on the space shuttle." The Forrest 
Cump filmmakers thus manage to heroize Dan, if in an oblique way, by 
linking him with astronaut imagery. The film leaves no doubt about the 
thoroughness of his remasculinization when he introduces Forrest and 
Jenny to his fiancee, Susan. Though Susan is a marginal figure (she is on 
screen for less than a minute and speaks but one line-"Hi, I~orrest"), her 
presence speaks volumes. 

The films as a whole carry other perspectives that can charitably be 
labeled as questionable, some relating to the rather bland and politically 

naive helper/rescuers whQ serve as foils to the often overheated veterans, 
others to the vets themselves. For example, the filmmakers would have their 
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audiences believe that characters such as Forrest Gump, Charlie Simms, 
Rich Bone, and Sally Hyde are stand-ins for America as it wanted to see 
itself As an advertising tagline for Forrest Gump puts it, "Forrest is the 

embodiment of an era, an innocent at large in an America that is losing its 
innocence." More disturbingly, the makers of the three most recent films­
Born on the Fourth of July, Scent of a Y;j.Ioman, and Forrest Gump--imply that 
the veterans themselves were responsible for their injuries. As Eben Muse 

has noted of Born on the Fourth of July, "Kovic seems to believe that his crip­
pling wounds are divine justice for his accidentally shooting a young soldier 
in his squad,"32 while Scent of a Hioman'S Frank Slade had inadvertently 

blinded himself in a stunt with a hand grenade after being passed over for a 
promotion. In the case of Forrest Gump, it') makers hold Dan Taylor up to 

ridicule for wanting to die on the battlefield in the tradition of his forebears. 
As he snarls to Forrest, his erstwhile rescuer, "1 was supposed to die in the 
field, with honor. That was my destiny, ~nd you cheated me out of it!" In 
addition, a brief montage of images shows Dan's Revolutionary War, Civil 

War, World War I, and World War II ancestors-all played by Gary Sinise, 
the same actor who portrayed Dan-comically collapsing and expiring in 

battle while Forrest intones offscreen: "1 guess you could say he had a lot to 
live up to." 

The filmmakers, in their rewriting of U.S. history from the I960s 

onward, chose to minimize or negate the long-standing place of war within 
American national identity. By absolving the general populace of blame and 
concomitantly pinning the Vietnam War on a few self-destructive and 

"Otherized" soldiers-to make them bear, in Quart and Auster's words, 
"the stigma of guilt for the whole society"33-the filmmakers turned their 
historical revisionism into a denial of massive proportions. Their basic atti­
tudes toward the veterans, which can be summarized as "blame and then 
save the wayward victim.s," are unsettling, to say the least, and undermine 
whatever good intentions they had in attempting to present the lifestyles of 
newly disabled military men. 

In this regard, the vets bear more than a passing resemblance to a well­
known biblical figure alluded to several times in this essay: the prodigal son. 
As noted in Luke 15:II-32 (King James Version), the son "gathered all 

together, and took his journey into a far country, and there wasted his sub­
stance with riotous living." The passage suggests that he had spent huge 
sums on whores-he "hath devoured thy [bequest] with harlots," his elder 
brother tells their father-and it is certainly worth pointing out that prosti­

tutes figure prominently in Born on the Fourth of July, Scent of a Woman, and 
Forrest Gump. Later, the young man sees the error of his ways and returns to 
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his father, saying "I have sinned against heaven, and in thy sight, and am no 
more worthy to be called thy son," whereupon the father welcomes him 
with a feast. "For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and 

is found," he proclaims. Though the prodigal son does not engage in any 
alternative heroics on the level of Luke Martin, Alex Cutter, Ron Kovic, or 
Frank Slade, we might argue that his simple acts of returning to the fathel~ 
or, perhaps more appropriately, to the Law of the Father-and admitting 
guilt take courage, just as the veterans' deeds do. The vets for their part typi­
cally do not admit guilt or ask for forgiveness (if they do, it is with high reti­
cence),34 but the films seem to argue that their heroic acts are tantamount to 

admissions of culpability: that is, that the vets elnbark on these acts in part 
to assuage their guilt. And, as the Bible, one of American society's defining 

texts, makes clear, the proper action for a society encounteri.ng Others 
defined as repentant sinners is to rejoice and embrace them. 

With few exceptions, films that depict disabled Vietnam veterans are 
ultimately concerned with the reintegration of these highly Otherized 
figures. In the case of the major-character productions, the filmmakers, real­
izing that audiences no longer accept the idea of "miracle cures," give the 
vets the opportunity to redeem themselves; in other words, they are 
"cured" in a different way. In a sense, they cure themselves with help from 
able-bodied people before their reentry into society. As for the films that 

offer disabled Vietnam veterans as minor characters, they show the preferred 
outcome that the other films struggle toward: the vets' relatively unobtru­

sive integration. 

Though not commenting specifically on these fihns, the philosopher 
Roland Barthes offered some insights into mainstream society that may help 
explain the decisions of the filmmakers responsible for this imagery. In his 

seminal book Mythologies, Barthes suggested that a mainstream society typi­
cally acts on its fear of Others and their potentially disruptive power by 
either transforming them into parts of itself or condemning them. "Any 
otherness is reduced to saIn.eness," he wrote, "because the Other is a scan­
dal which threatens [mainstream] existence." It is essentially a "cure or kill" 
philosophy, as Robin Wood has suggested in his extension of Barthes's 
views. The majority society deals with Otherness, Wood argued, "either by 

rejecting and if possible annihilating it, or by rendering it safe and assimilat­
ing it, converting it as far as possible into a replica ofitself"35 

By bestowing a double stigma on disabled Vietnam veterans (i.e., dis­

abled status and involvement in an unpopular war), society thus coded them 
to be among its most Otherized and potentially troublesome people. In 
response, filmmakers working on behalf of mainstream society have mostly 
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advocated the "cure" option; with the exception of Alex Cutter, whose 
Otherness is so extreme that it leads to his death, these highly marginalized 
figures are eventually reabsorbed into mainstream society. They have 
"come home," in effect-a point underscored by Ron Kovic's final words 
in Bam on the Fourth of July: "Just lately I've felt like [pauseJ I'm home. You 
know, like, uh, maybe we're home." Indeed, the later Vietnam films are 
typified, in Michael Clark's words, by "a vision of historical continuity that 

represents the veteran~s presence in Vietnam as a memory of home; our col­
lective relation to the past as a family reunion; and the restoration of the 
prodigal son as our national identity. "36 Though we can perhaps take heart 

in knowing that Hollywood has not routinely advocated the rejection or 
annihilation of disabled Vietnam veterans, its use of them to further a polit­
ical agenda concerned with the perpetuation of patriarchal values remains 
highly problematic and troubling. 
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Starkey. Directed by Robert Zemeckis. Screenplay by Eric Roth, based on the 
novel by Winston Groom. Photographed by Don Burgess. Edited by Arthur 
Schmidt. Music by Alan Silvestri. With Tom Hanks (Forrest Gump), Robin 
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Other productions have included disabled Vietnam veterans, but, in my view, they lack 
the significance of the films I discussed in this essay. (Some disappeared from the­
aters very quickly and are difficult to access today; others were originally created 
for television or went straight to video, and still others are non-U.S. productions 
that received limited distribution in this country.) I provide a simple listing of them 
below. Information on all may be found in Vietnam War Films, ed. Jean-Jacques 
Malo and Tony Williams (jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1994). These films are: Arti­
cle 99 (1991), Beg, Borroli' ... or Steal (1973), Blind Fury (1989), Cage (1989), Coach 
of the Year (1980), The Desperate Miles (1975), Enemy Territory (1987), Just a Little 
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(1985), To Kill a Clown (1972), Vici11r1m War St01Y ("Home" episode) (I989-90). 
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