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named McMurphy, epitomized the soul-destroying, cas-
trating mother-figure. What made her so effective and
so frightening was the fact that Ratched looked and
sounded like a soft-spoken. reasonable woman, with her
patient’s best interest at heart, But her actions belied her
appearance. In the film, the nurse abused her role as
psychiatrie nurse to supply cruel punishments: arranging
shock treatments to punish some patients for a harmless,
enjoyable outing; shaming one patient into committing
suicide; and finally having McMurphy lobotomized to
prove, once and for all, her ultimate power over her
patients.

One Cuckoo’s Nest could influence many people,
but, unfortunately, this film represented only part of the
overall trend of the 1960s and 1970s to draw the profes-
sional nurse along unflattering and often frightening
lines.

In Mel Brooks' High Anxiety (1977), Cloris Leach-
man played a sadistic nurse adminstrator named Char-
lotte Diesel. Among her many interests, Nurse Diesel
affected a talent for murder, extortion, and fraud, as
well as interest in the kinkier forms of sexual experience.
Dressed in a Nazi uniform and thigh-high boots, Nurse
Diesel supplied the discipline and bondage that her lov-
er, Dr. Montague, so craved. Nurse Diesel was a vulgar
joke in anyone's opinion, but the effectiveness of this
joke rested upon the audience's familiarity with the
nurse administrator character parodied by Diesel: the
aging, unmarried megalomaniac, sexually abnormal
woman in power.

During the 1930s and 1940s, nurses [requently
became involved in criminal activities, usually as righ-
teous young women anxious to see justice done. Howev-
er, during the 1970s, Hollywood cast the nurse as an
obvious villain, often involved in carrying out eriminal
activities—some downright grisly. The Honeymoon
Killers (1970) featured a drastically overweight nurse
working with her lover, an aging gigolo, in fleecing
unsuspecting women of their money and then murder-
ing them with whatever blunt instrument was handy,

In Scream and Scream Again (1970), a beautiful
but deadly nurse willingly assists a mad doctor in grue-
some experiments and commits murder as a matter of
course. In Coma (1978), a nurse plays a keyv role in the
business aspects of a murderous scheme to sell needed
transplantable body organs to unscrupulous surgeons.

Throughout the entire history of film, the 1970s
represent the lowest point for nurse character intelli-
gence, rationality, sociability, toughness, altruism, kind-
ness, sincerity, and warmth. Film nurses in this decade
also scored the lowest in their value for duty, sell-sacri-

* fice, achievement, integrity, virtue, intellect, and reli-
gion, '

In terms of nursing activities, the 1970s showed the
lowest point for the appearance of nurses providing
emotional support to patients and their families, acting
as a professional resource, carrying out nursing process
activities, and providing physical comfort to patients.

Altruism as a motive for choosing nursing as a
career also fell dramatically in the 1970s. Sadistic nurse
portrayals reached an all-time high in that decade, and
at the same time, physicians were portrayed in motion
pictures to be just as nurturant as nurses.

During the past two decades, the contribution of
nurses to society has been greatly undervalued in motion
pictures. While some films have shown the nurse to be
competent, the scope of that competence has been lim-
ited. Nursing has largely been presented as a self-subor-
dinating, quintessentially feminine profession.

Nurses almost alwavs appear as the sexual mascots
of the health care world, appearing more interested in
linen closet trysts than in professional development. And
when this traditionally feminine imagery is not in focus,
the brusque, officious professional who on occasion
becomes sadistic and lethal emerges. Presentations of
individual achievement and personal autonomy among
nurses were virtually nonexistent in 1970s motion pic-
tures.

There may be a dim light at the end of the tunnel,
however, regarding the image of nursing in feature
films. A handful of sympathetic, positive nursing charac-
ters has dribbled out of Hollywood in the past year. Con-
fined to minor, supporting roles, nonetheless, these few
nurses have shown that Hollywood can present nurses
and nursing in a positive fashion.

In Elephant Man (1980), which was set in Victorian
England, a hospital nursing director, Ms. Mothershead,
and her young stall nurses provide not only exemplary
nursing care for this man but eventually offer him their
friendship—a far more rare and valued commodity for
poor Merrick. In Fort Apache, The Bronx (1981), an
attractive, Puerto Rican nurse who becomes Paul New-
man's lover is a caring, well-liked young woman. Unfor-
tunately she is addicted to heroin and dies from an over-
dose at the end of the flm. Although this image is
mixed, at least the nurse is meant to be admired and
pitied when she dies

In Whose Life Is It Anyway? (1981), two nurses,
while cast in the shadow of a glamorous female physi-
cian who assumes much of the nursing care, do appear
sympathetic to the wish to die of one of their patients—a
quadriplegic sculptor. Although the physician in charge
of the patient refuses to listen to his patient or to accept
his decision to be allowed to die, the nurses—while pow-
erless to help—treat the patient as a rational, total
human being,
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