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profession. Even the nurses' sexuali ty, their most 
obvious feature, was developed to reveal their 
lack of wannth and generosity. An amorous 
patient received repetitive kicks in the groin from 
sexy Nurse Ducken (Paula Prentiss), who tan­
talized the lustful pi lot but fclt no response to his 
lovemaking. The nurses were contrasted un­
favorably with a more sympathetic group of 
ltalian whores who represented a coarse but rcal 
haven for the men by providing the only natural 
comfort available in an insane world. 

During the 1970s, a most disturbing phenome­
non emerged. Allhough miln)' nurse characters 
had high Index scores, there was a group wi th 
extremely low scores, and there were few scores 
between the extremes. Unfortunately, the nurses 
with low Sex Object Index scores did not repli­
cate the pre-1960s nurse image. Rather, they 
were cruel and abrasive nurses who held posi­
tions of power that perrnilfcd free reign to their 
abominable behavior. The widely acclaimed 
Nurse Ratched (played by Louise Fletcher) in the 
1975 film One Flew Over the Cuclwo's Nest was 
perhaps the most obvious example. A cold, 
sexless man-hater, Ratched hid whatever vestiges 
of sexuality that existed behind her outdated 
coif fure, starched uniform, and stern deportment. 
However, despit e the existence of the sadisti c 
nurse stereotyp:, the sexy playmate stereotype 
has dominated the motion picture image of nurs­
ing during the past 20 years. 

The findings related to the importance of 
nursing in the plot and in character development 
are somewhat more encouraging. Although most 
important nurse characters were treated as sex 
�o�b�j�~�t�s�,� the presence of professional nursing 
activities as a prominant theme in either the plot 
or in character development countemctcd nega­
tive sexual stereotyping. The relatively low inci­
dence of the portrayal of nurses as sex objects in 
the more serious entertainment films, such as 
biographical, historical, and religious types as 
opposed to comedy, horror, adventure, romance, 
and other fanlasy fil ms, may also lessen the 
damage to nursing's professional image. One 
would hop: that audiences would place less 
credence on the image of nursing presented in 
films that do not claim to reflect realit y. Unfortu­
nately, nurses were more likely to appear in 
fantasy films during the last 20 years (40%) than 
during the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s (18%). Con­
stant repetiti on of the negative stereotypes in the 
large number of fantasy and comedy pictures 
during the 1960s and 1970s may well have 
rendered the fiction about nurses believable. 

Despite the prevaJent image of the nurse as a 

sex object, the embryo of a more honest reflec­
tion of professional nursing can be found in the 
motion picture data as a whole. Motion pictures 
that made a serious attempt to include profes­
sional nursing as a major clement of plot or ­
character development usually avoided sexual. 
innuendo. Excell ent portrayals of nurses may be 
found in pre-1960 Hollywood features. For.' 
example, a dramatic account of the work of 
Eli zabeth Kenny, an Australian nurse who 
pioneered a new method for the treatment of 
polio victims, was released as a major motion 
picture in 1946. The story of Florence Nightin­
gale was featured in two motion pictures, White 
Angel in 1936 and Lady With A Lamp in 1951 In 
Whjte Wjtch Doc/or released in 1953, a nurse is 
seen surnlOunting great odds and personal hard­
ship to bring health care to a tribe of natives in the 
African jungle. A brutally realistic portrayal of a 
nurse was found in the 1971 anti-war picture, 
Johnny Got His Gun. This was a surrealistic 
account of a World War I soldier who lost his 
anns, legs, sight, hearing, and speech in battle 
but who was kept alivc by military physicians for 
experimental purposes. Johnny's nurse never lost 
sight of her patient's humanity. She cared for 
him, eased his pain, and finally helped him to 
find a way to communicate. 

Fil ms that emphasized nursing care may have 
avoided stereotyping nurses as sex objects be­
cause the image of a serious professional is 
incompatible with the image of a flighty sex 
object. If the motion picture industry insists upon 
negatively stereotyping nurses, the nursing pro­
fession should make an effort to ensure that 
inaccuracies are recognized for what they are-­
unfair attacks on a professional group which 
contributes much to the publi c welfare. 

Implications for Nursing 

JUSt as Blacks have attacked the" Amos and 
Andy" and "Sup:rspade" mode of presentation, 
Hispanics have opposed the "sneaky Mexican" 
and" Latin lover" depictions, Native American 
Indians have countered the "dumb Indian" and 
" Tonto" portrayals, and It alians the "God­
father" and "underworld czar" stereotypes, s() 
must nurses protest their portrayal in motio,! 
pictures as sexually promiscuous and unprofes­
sional p:ople. Several potential strategies aro. 
available to counter this alarming trend. 

Nurses must first develop media awareness 
groups so they can gather information and act 
coll ectively. Whether they are at national, state, 
or local levels, these groups should carry OUI a 
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number of functions, including monitoring and 
reacling to the media and fostering a more posi. 
tive nurse image. The systematic monilOring of 
motion pictures as they are released is one impor· 
tant clement of th is activity. The bas ic question 
to ask: when viewing a motion picture is whether 
nursing is being conveyed in a constructive or 
dcstructive manner. More specific to the subject 
of this paper is the question: "Are film nurses 
ponrayed as SClt objects or referred to in scltually 
demeaning tenus?" 

The second strategy involves an active reo 
sponse to film portrayal of nurse!; and nursing . 
This is accomplished by writ ing letters to dis· 
tributo rs, producers, directors, actors, and 
actresses, noc only to protest negative portrayals 
but also to commend positive depictions. To 
assure a large response from nurses, a media 
watch news leiter is needed to keep nurses 
infomlcd of specific media portrayal problems 
and the appropriate actions that may be neces· 
sary . 

Many poorly depicted groups picket motion 
picture theaters , hoping that the public will take 
note of their dissatisfaction and nOi cross the 
picket line to see the film. This approach has 
been used effectively both to deter attendance and 
to gain news media publicity about the source of 
the discontent. Th is strategy was employed reo 
centl y by nursing students at the University of 
Pennsylvania in protest of a campus showing of 
the film, The Student Nurus: 

.. Elis5a Ladd is a student nurse. and something told 
her an R·rutcd movie called Th~ S/Ud~nt Nursu 
definitely would 1101 be a sober documentary. So Ladd 
went to see the filnl at the Uni"ersi ty of Pennsylvania's 
Irvine Auditorium on Saturday night. She cringed 
when thi s line cropped up in the 1970 movie, which 
chronicles the I\ve.~ and loves of !\Cveral young women 
who attend what can generoUSly be deSl:ribed as 
nursing school: "We hClir thlll you cater to more than 
JUSt )'our patients." And, (spoken by II pS)'chilitrist 
who. in the mov];:, is looking to hire a nuf'jC): "We'll 
be OI:eding Ii girl. You'd be II great addition to the 
decor." Another low point for Ladd. a senior at U of 
p's School of Nursing, came when t ..... o men wearing 
uniforms from the Nursing School walked into the 
audi torium. "The), walked down the aisle lind stal'led 

. to take their clothes off. " Ladd saId last nighl. It was 
nOi known ..... Ilcther they fimshed. The film's screemng 
..... as preceded by about It month of cootrovcrsy gener· 
ated by Nursmg School students. with focull) aoo 
student organizations Joining in as Saturday !Mew 
n;:arer. A Nursing School poll found that 94% of the 
students there: objected toS/Udent Nurs~s. Students and 
professors wrote letters to the university's student 
newspaper, the Daily Pt'flllsy/\'al!ial! . An advenisc· 

ment in the paper said the movie was "an irresponsible 
selection of entenainmc:nt for the university cornmu· 
ni ty." Aoo finally, about 35 profesrors and slUdenls, 
some from thc Nursmg School, protested quietly 
oll1side l",me on Saturday night. The demonstrators 
carried signs, one of whtch read, "Nurses Arc With 
You From Birth To Death" (Penn student nurses. 
Note 4. p. A4). 

In addition to monitoring and reacting to film 
ponrayals of nurses and nursing . an active cam· 
paign is needed to improve the existing negative 
stereolypic image. Consu ltat ion services from 
nursing associm ions should be extended free of 
charge 10 the media industry. Such services 
would allow the nursing profession to achieve 
greater input into film production as the films are 
being developed. Awards of l'e('ogn ition should 
be given to producers, actresses, and actors who 
portray positive imagcs of nurses and nursing; 
this has been a routine policy in other profes· 
sional groups such as medi cine. Talented nurse 
authors should also be encouraged to write scripts 
or novels which may later be developed into 
motion pictures about nursing. Nurs ing offers a 
vast potential of creative and exciting subj~t 
malter, and Ihis is largely untapped . The impact 
of a popular author who is also a nurse was 
demonstrated in the earlier pan of this century 
through the work of Mary Robcns Rinehan, 
R.N" the all· time best selling American author. 
Her novels, many of which developed into early 
motion pictures, presented the nurse as an intelli· 
gent and essential health care professional. 

The need for intervention by nun.ing groups is 
great, as the acute nursing shortage may relate 
to the absence of attractive nurse role models in 
the media. Films provide young women and mcn 
with few nurse images to emulate and offer few 
positive images of nursing for the public and 
policy makers to respect. Only whe n Hollywood 
discontinues the depiction of nurses as unprofes· 
sional and mere sex objects will public attitudes 
change. Nurses will then secure a greater share of 
the searce health care resources that are essential 
to improve the quantity and quality of nursing 
services. 
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