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In the film Rambo (the fourth film of the Rambo series), Sylvester Stallone 

dramatically declares, “what you’re trying to do is change what is .”that we’re 

like animals, it’s in the blood, it’s natural, it’s peace that’s an accident. It’s 

what is, when you’re pushed, killing’s as easy as breathing” (Stallone 2008). In 

3000 Miles to Graceland, Kurt Russell, while being surrounded by a 

SWAT team, proclaims to Kevin Costner, “Guys like me die caught. Guys like 

you die bloody” (Lichtenstein 2001). In Braddock: Missing in Action III, 

Jack Rader scolds Braddock, played by Chuck Norris: “Don’t step on any 

toes.” Braddock responds: “I don’t step on toes, I step on necks” (Norris 1988). 

Each of these excerpts highlights powerful expressions of imagined violence 

and hyper- masculinity that are inscribed on male bodies in American 

blockbuster films. As an immensely popular genre, the action thriller – and its 

sub-genres of science fiction, action and disaster films – employ hyper-

masculine depictions that establish male characters as tough, aggressive and 

distanced from others, functioning as mediated models for young males and 

older men alike to emulate (Boyer 1986). Examining codes of behaviour, 

values and taboos taken from specific films, this chapter considers the ways in 

which representations of hyper-masculinity – particularly those that glorify 

violence – offer a specific vision of manhood. By equating aggression and 



conflict with rugged manhood such depictions problematize on-screen and off-

screen performances of masculinity. In what follows, I analyse specific 

representations of hyper- masculinity taken from Hollywood films, exploring 

the ways in which they navigate struggle, power, violence and domination, 

relating it to the discursive construction of masculine identities. I use this as a 

point of departure to further  

explore how gender-related imaginings of violence hinder socialization 

processes that move towards a culture of peace. Succinctly, the concept of a 

culture of peace can be defined as the attitudes, values and modes of behaviour 

that are based on non-violence and a respect for the fundamental rights and 

freedoms of all people (UNESCO 1989: 51). In building a culture of peace, 

principles of equality and inclusiveness (democracy, emotional response, 

caring and communication skills) need not only be cultivated but also affirmed 

within popular culture. This vision of a culture of peace, as explained by 

Joseph de Rivera (2004: 545) “requires a respect for the rights of others rather 

than a domination of the weak by the strong.” Despite UNESCO’s call for a 

multiplicity of gendered identities in a move towards a culture of peace, the 

characters that populate action films rarely, if ever, break with static and 

essentialized visions of embodied manhood. Instead aggression, toughness and 

force, as characteristics of masculinity, are continually constructed and 

reaffirmed in relation to the male subject (Savran 1998: 7). Hollywood’s 

deployment of these kinds of static imaginings is extremely problematic and a 

number of questions emerge from this train of inquiry such as: how do we 

understand depictions of men and a culture of war, especially when behaviours, 

values and taboos related to expressions of hyper-masculinity are reinforced in 

the mass media and are all too prevalent in Hollywood blockbusters?  

Research has shown that particular patterns of aggression have been linked to 

dominant notions of masculinity, not as mechanical effects, but rather as 

causes, in the pursuit of hegemony (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). In the 

realm of fantasy and imagination for example, the lines between illusion and 

reality can be crossed and such representations may exert influence on viewers 



(Earp and Katz 1999). A number of texts have been written on the 

repercussions such representations have on the socialization of youths and men. 

Yet the goal of this chapter is not to offer a framework for analysing such 

films, but rather to reflect on articulations of hyper-masculinity present in 

action thrillers to work through representations of violence and how these  

depictions are essential to understanding how masculinity and conflict are 

visually articulated as patterns of social conduct.  

Stepping away from film for a moment, within situations of armed conflict and 

violence, especially in situations of ethnic nationalism or in racist movements, 

polarized models of manhood and womanhood are typical. In these situations, 

men are encouraged to display hyper-masculine behaviours marked by 

dominance and aggression – operating within narrow models of masculinity. 

This is prevalent in military training where manliness is equated with 

systematic aggression (Barrett 2001: 77). Rebecca Adelman (2009: 266) 

explains that in the American military, for example, ideology is concerned with 

cultural definitions of manhood and the male body is inscribed with discourses 

on militarization. Importantly, Barrett (2001: 77) points out that discourses 

accompanying representations of imagined violence, identity, aggression and 

power all have a significant link to militarized masculinity.  

 


