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Mindful violence? 

Responses to the Rambo seriesǯ shifting  

aesthetic of aggression 

Dr Steve Jones 

 

Rambo (2008) saw Stallone once again adopting a headband in the name of heroism, although critics 

found little cause to celebrate the return of this iconic character. The 1980s boom period of 

blockbuster action cinema has been ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ ĐoŶĐeiǀed as ͚the age of ‘aŵďo͛, aŶd this testifies to 

the genre-defining status of the series (Tasker, 2004, 92–3). One result is that Rambo has become 

synonymous with aggression: indeed, Krenna notes that Stallone seems to have been singled out 

amongst his peers for his performances of violence.
1
 This reputation stems from the amount of 

violence the second and third Rambo films ĐoŶtaiŶed: ‘aŵďo ͚took out͛ aƌŵed platooŶs siŶgle-

handedly. Yet, he did so with little explicit bloodshed. Even though Stallone has rejected the notion 

that the Rambo films are violent per se – statiŶg that Fiƌst Blood: Paƌt II ͚ǁas a ǁaƌ ŵoǀie, it was not 

like gratuitous violence͛2
 – the latest sequel is markedly concerned with showing the effects of gunfire. 

This focus has led some reviewers to label Rambo the most explicitly violent film they have ever seen 

(Byrnes, 2008; Channell, 2008; Collin, 2008; Humphries, 2008; Law, 2008; McCoy, 2008; Tookey, 

2008). The critical vilification of Rambo – ǁhiĐh pƌiŵaƌilǇ highlights the filŵ͛s ǀioleŶĐe – is the focus of 

my study. While academic responses to the franchise typically centre on its political/racial depictions 

or its portrayal of masculinity (see, for example, Jeffords, 1994, 78–89; Kellner, 2004, 72–8; Nishimie, 

2005, 263; Rowe, 1989;  Rutherford, 1992), I will not dwell on those topics here. Instead, my aim is to 

eŶgage ǁith shifts iŶ the seƌies͛ aesthetiĐ of ǀioleŶĐe, aŶd hoǁ ƌeǀieǁeƌs haǀe ƌespoŶded to those 

changes. I argue that violence itself is integral to our understanding of the series, and thus its varying 

portrayals of violence warrant more detailed study than they have received to date. 

In order to identify trends in criticism surrounding these films, I will engage with reviews from English 

language newspapers (primarily US, UK, and Australian sources) accessed via the Lexis-library.
3
 Having 

read every available review of the four Rambo films, I found that the responses to each film were 

surprisingly consistent, and distinct patterns emerged. While the vast majority of First Blood (Ted 

KotĐheff, ϭϵϴϮͿ ƌeǀieǁs aƌe ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the filŵ ďeiŶg ͚“talloŶe͛s fiƌst non-‘oĐkǇ hit͛ ;V. “Đott, 
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1982), assessments of the next two sequels are generally preoccupied with the political connotations 

of the ǀioleŶĐe; the filŵs͛ ͚ƌaďid patƌiotisŵ͛ aŶd alleged aŶti-Soviet preoccupations (Hinson, 1988). 

Critiques of Rambo primarily comment on its violent content. 

While Jeffords observes that 1980s action sequels offeƌ ͚ŵoƌe eǆplosioŶs, ŵoƌe killiŶgs, aŶd ŵoƌe 

outƌight ǀioleŶĐe͛ thaŶ theiƌ pƌedeĐessoƌs ;the ‘aŵďo filŵs offeƌiŶg ͚the ŵost eǆtƌaǀagaŶt shift͛ iŶ 

quantity [Jeffords, 1994, 155]), tone and explicitness also need to be accounted for. I will therefore 

begin by eǆaŵiŶiŶg the ǁaǇ ƌeǀieǁeƌs ŵeasuƌe the seƌies͛ iŶĐƌeased ǀioleŶĐe ďoth ƋualitatiǀelǇ aŶd 

quantitatively. This will allow me to demonstrate how the aesthetic of violence has changed across 

the franchise. I will then contemplate why so many reviewers were offeŶded ďǇ ‘aŵďo͛s depiĐtioŶs 

of violence. Here I will consider how critics frequently vilify potential audience pleasure, decry the 

realism of the violence, and condemn Stallone for juxtaposing fictional violence with authentic news 

footage of the Burmese Điǀil ǁaƌ. This leads ŵe to eǆploƌe the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh “talloŶe͛s iŶteŶtioŶs 

have been implicated as part of the ͚pƌoďleŵ͛ ǁith ‘aŵďo. I ǁill theŶ disĐuss the eŵphasis the filŵ 

places on the consequences and aftermath of violence, drawing comparisons with the cartoonish 

style of violence employed elsewhere in the series. 

 

ǮHave you not seen enough death?ǯ: shifts in Ramboǯs violence 

The populaƌ ĐƌitiĐal ǀieǁ is that the ‘aŵďo filŵs haǀe ďeĐoŵe ͚duŵďeƌ, Ŷastieƌ, loudeƌ aŶd ďloodieƌ͛ 

since their inception in 1982 (Byrnes, 2008). However, it is not apparent from adverbial comparisons 

suĐh as ͚ďloodieƌ͛ ǁhetheƌ this grievance is based on a qualitative or quantitative assessment. As a 

starting point foƌ ŵǇ disĐussioŶ of the seƌies͛ uses of ǀioleŶĐe, I ǁill iŶǀestigate that problem in detail. 

While I ǁill ĐoŶsideƌ otheƌ foƌŵs of ǀioleŶĐe lateƌ iŶ this seĐtioŶ, siŶĐe the teƌŵ ͚ďodǇ ĐouŶt͛ has 

ďeĐoŵe sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe, foƌ the tiŵe being I will concentrate on murder as an 

indicative act of violence. The increasing body count of each film (see Table 1) has been used by 

reviewers as a measure of the seƌies͛ diŵiŶishiŶg ǁoƌth. A siŵilaƌ ƌhetoƌiĐ of deĐliŶe has also ďeeŶ 

attached to the Ƌualitatiǀe Ŷatuƌe of that ǀioleŶĐe: the fƌaŶĐhise͛s appaƌeŶt ǁoƌseŶiŶg has been tied 

into its increasingly explicit depictions of homicide. In both qualitative and quantitative senses then, 

this discourse of decline has been predicated on the ‘aŵďo ŵoǀies͛ poƌtƌaǇals of ǀioleŶĐe. 

While Louvre and Walsh (1988, 56) contend that the amount of violence is the Đause of the seƌies͛ 

critical disparagement, Morrell observes that even First Blood has gaiŶed a ͚ƌeputatioŶ͛ foƌ ďeiŶg 
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ultraviolent despite its low body count.
4
 This association has been constructed partially in retrospect: 

the emphasis on the amount of violence was consolidated by a quantitative increase in homicide 

across the Ŷeǆt tǁo seƋuels, aŶd this has eŶhaŶĐed Fiƌst Blood͛s ǀioleŶt ƌeputatioŶ. Indeed, 

responses to the sequels have increasingly posited that violence has come to constitute the content of 

the Rambo series.
5
 Reviewers used this pre-established interest in quantity to assess Rambo, making 

consistent reference to the frequency with which deaths occur on screen (its kill rate of 2.59 per minute 

[Canberra Times, 2008b; Sunday Business Post, 2008; Webster, 2008]). Hence, many of the scathing 

comments regarding the quantity of violence are based on proportion; the claim, for instance, that 

͚ultƌa-ǀioleŶĐe͛ ĐoŶstitutes ͚ϵϬ peƌ ĐeŶt of the filŵ͛ ;The People, 2008). This is interpreted as an 

iŶteŶtioŶal ploǇ to ŵask ͚the filŵ͛slaĐk of oďǀious suďstaŶĐe͛ ;MoŶk, ϮϬϬϴďͿ.6
 A number of other 

critics concur with this sentiment (Collin, 2008; Jenkins, 2008; Loder, MTV.com, January 25, 2008; 

Uhles, 2008; Vranjes, 2008). The emphasis on body count is therefore built-in to the critical narrative 

surrounding the series, even if it does not tell us a great deal about what that violence means. 

 

 Total villains 

killed by 

Rambo 

Total villains 

killed by 

other 

Ramboǯs 
accomplices 

Total 

number of 

villains killed 

Total 

number of 

heroes/ 

innocents 

killed 

Total 

number of 

people 

killed 

First Blood 1 0 1 0 1 

First Blood: 

Part II 

58 10 68 1 69 

Rambo III 78 17 95 37 132 

Rambo 83 40 123 113 236 

Totals 220 67 287 151 438 

 

Figure 1: The series’ ďody ĐouŶt, taďulated froŵ Mueller, 2008. 

 

 

 

As Table 1 demonstrates, there is a clear increase in all categories of murder across the franchise. 

Notably, the total quantity of villains killed is nearly double that of the heroes/innocents. Moreover, 

Rambo himself is the central agent of homicide. In total, he slaughters 220 villains: 71 more than the 

Ŷuŵďeƌ of heƌoes/iŶŶoĐeŶts killed aĐƌoss the seƌies. Both of these tƌeŶds suggest that the seƌies͛ 

morality is easy to comprehend: good tends to win out over evil since Rambo, our hero, eliminates 

͚the eŶeŵǇ͛. Yet it is also ǁoƌth ŶotiŶg that iŶ ‘aŵďo, JohŶ kills oŶlǇ fiǀe ŵoƌe ǀillaiŶs thaŶ he does 

in Rambo III, while the total death tally rises by over 100, and the number of hero/innocent 

http://mtv.com/
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casualties more than triples. In that sense, the fourth film may have been particularly vilified by the 

press as their expectation that homicide would be contextually justified was confounded by the 

proportion of innocent fatalities. Quantitatively speaking, Rambo does not depict a clear victory of 

͚good͛ oǀeƌ ͚eǀil͛. 

However, we also need to account for how that violence is represented. While First Blood has been 

deeŵed ͚ďƌutal͛ ;J. “Đott, ϭϵϴϮͿ, it is ǁoƌth ŶotiŶg that its violence is not portrayed in a bloody 

fashion. It is instead constituted by threat and non-explicit injury. Accordingly, critical responses to First 

Blood were not overly hostile. Reviewers rarely complained about its violent content, and sometimes 

even defended its uses of violence (see, for example, Maslin, 1982). 

Despite including a greater quantity of deaths than its predecessor, explosions dominate First Blood: 

Part II: balls of fire consume the victims, with the result that the viewer cannot see their suffering. 

Where bullet impact is depicted, victims quickly evacuate the shot: they fall over or jump out of frame, 

their injury is covered by a red spray as they fall, or the camera cuts away. In each case, the point of 

impact is emphasized, while the consequences are avoided. In all cases, injuries are not graphically 

detailed. Suffering, pained expressions, and screams are not dwelt upon. The quantitative increase in 

murder from the first film to the second was tolerated by the critics of the period, perhaps because 

of the absence of consequential suffering. However, it was not until the release of Rambo III that 

ƌeǀieǁeƌs ďegaŶ to pƌaise the speĐtaĐle of the pƌeǀious filŵ: that is, Fiƌst Blood: Paƌt II͛s ͚photogeŶiĐ͛ 

way with violence (The Economist, 1988; Brode 1988). 

In the rare instance of Rambo III being extolled, it was similarly on the grounds of its aesthetic and 

͚speĐtaĐle͛.7
 Yet the majority of reviewers panned Rambo III, many focusing on its increase in graphic 

violence.
8
 One trait of Rambo III unacknowledged by reviewers is the escalation in the number of 

innocent casualties, such as the instance of a mother and baby being consumed by an explosion 

during a raid on an Afghan village. This incident gains its impact aesthetically; she is silenced mid-

scream by the explosion, which powerfully indicates her terror and subsequent absence. The 

presence of children in the village who need rescuing by adults connotes the innocence of village 

populace: they are not soldiers, simply bystanders caught in the crossfire. 

The overall aesthetic approach of Rambo III is reminiscent of First Blood: Part II: the filmmakers 

refrain from dwelling on injuries, suffering, or cadavers during the moment of violence. The editing 

supports this ethos, again cutting after explosions land so as to de-emphasize each individual death. 

Yet, the village sequence closes with some suggestion of emotional toll: Rambo covers his face, and 
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surveys the landscape of dead bodies (though blood and visceral damage are not displayed). Unlike its 

predecessor, greater emphasis is placed on screams as victims are shot in Rambo III, and on four 

occasions we briefly see the facial reactions of gunshot victims. These subtle shifts may explain some 

of the ŶegatiǀitǇ suƌƌouŶdiŶg ƌespoŶses to ‘aŵďo III͛s ǀioleŶĐe folloǁiŶg Fiƌst Blood: Paƌt II͛s positiǀe 

reviews. 

The pejorative responses to Rambo follow this pattern. Critics employ an array of colourful adjectives 

to desĐƌiďe the fouƌth filŵ͛s ǀioleŶt speĐtaĐle.9
 ColliŶ͛s ;ϮϬϬϴͿ asseƌtioŶ that eaĐh fƌaŵe of the filŵ 

͚ƌesembles a zero-gƌaǀitǇ ďutĐheƌ͛s ǁiŶdoǁ͛ is iŶdiĐatiǀe of the Ŷeaƌ hǇsteƌiĐal ƌespoŶse to ‘aŵďo͛s 

violent aesthetic. While ƌeǀieǁeƌs ĐoŶtiŶue to asseƌt that the seƌies ͚ƌelies͛ oŶ ǀioleŶĐe – a critical 

narrative established in reviews of Rambo III – they typically overlook the aesthetic differences 

between the third and fourth films. In Rambo, body damage – the viscera of bone, blood, and missing 

limbs – is explicitly detailed. The shift is made obvious by comparing parallel instances in the two 

films. For example, duƌiŶg JohŶ͛s atteŵpt to ƌesĐue TƌautŵaŶ iŶ ‘aŵďo III, JohŶ gƌaďs a guaƌd aƌouŶd 

the neck: the camera moves above them, obscuring the detail of the violence that ensues, then moves 

to frame Rambo after-the-fact from the torso up, excluding the guard͛s Đoƌpse fƌoŵ the shot. The 

viewer is thus distanced from the act. When rescuing Sarah in Rambo, John similarly sneaks up 

behind an enemy guard and graphically tears out his trachea. In this instance, the camera remains in 

front of the villain, not only showing the injury in process but also aligning the viewer ǁith “aƌah͛s 

vantage point. Refusing to shy away from bloody injury and positioning the camera in an 

identificatory position serves to heighten the emotional impact of the sequence, augmenting the 

apparent violence. 

Moreover, while the village massacre scene in Rambo III avoids dwelling on injury, the equivalent 

village raid in Rambo details victimization explicitly. Unlike the gunshots and explosions from afar that 

characterize First Blood: Part II and Rambo III, in Rambo the village inhabitants are subject to more 

intimate attacks: they are bayoneted, kicked, and held down. Where guns are used, they tend to be 

fired at close range: both victims and shooters are tightly framed, giving an impression of increased 

proximity compared with previous films. Slow motion is also utilized to emphasize the suffering of 

innocent victims. 

OŶe otheƌ sigŶifiĐaŶt ĐhaŶge is JohŶ͛s aďseŶĐe duƌiŶg ‘aŵďo͛s ǀillage seƋueŶĐe. Wheƌe iŶ ‘aŵďo III 

the raid motivated John (the ĐoŶfliĐt ďeĐaŵe ͚his ǁaƌ͛Ϳ, the paƌallel seƋueŶĐe iŶ ‘aŵďo seƌǀes to 

heighten only our anger and upset. The dead bodies of the villains are not dwelt on after-the-fact, 

ǁhile the ǀiĐtiŵs͛ Đoƌpses hauŶt the laŶdsĐape, ďeiŶg stƌuŶg up oƌ left to ƌot. EǆĐept for the rapid 
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slaughter of pirates by quick-fiƌe shots aŶd soŵe ďƌief flashďaĐks iŶ JohŶ͛s nightmare, all violence 

committed in the first half of the film is aimed at innocent civilians and is committed by the villains. In 

fact, the majority of villains are only dispatĐhed iŶ the fiŶal ϮϬ ŵiŶutes of the filŵ, ŵeaŶiŶg the filŵ͛s 

violence appears to be aimed primarily at the virtuous. 

A further qualitative concern stems from the specific behaviours depicted. Unlike the previous three 

films, Rambo features sexual assaults and dwells on the murder of minors. While Stallone claims to 

have intentionally highlighted these forms of victimization in the name of authenticity,
10

 concentrating 

on women and children as victims is politically dubious. Depicting attacks upon women and children 

to Đƌeate eŵotioŶal affeĐt fosteƌs the steƌeotǇpe that ŵeŶ aƌe aĐtiǀe, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast to those ͚ǁeakeƌ͛ 

parties who are endangered or rescued by men. Yet, none of the reviews I encountered raised such 

concerns: they suggest these moments are offensive, but the affront is perceived as qualitative in 

nature. That is, the reviewers cited examples of women and children being injured and killed as 

eǀideŶĐe of the ͚leǀel͛ of ǀioleŶĐe pƌeseŶted iŶ ‘aŵďo ;Kalaŵazoo Gazette, ϮϬϬϴ; Tookey, 2008; Total 

Film, 2008; Uhlich, UGO Online n.d.; The York Dispatch, 2008). This indicates that violence, rather than 

victimization per se, is the problem for these critics. As viewers are more likely to find violence 

enacted against vulnerable or innocent victims more upsetting than violence aimed at those who 

͚deseƌǀe͛ theiƌ puŶishŵeŶt, ‘aŵďo͛s uses of ƌape aŶd toƌtuƌe – which are exclusively directed 

toǁaƌds the ͚good͛ – amplifies the overall impression that its violence is morally abhorrent. 

Thus, the cumulative feeling of increased violence is partially contingent on who is victimized by 

whom, even if critics do not raise that issue. Reviews of First Blood, for example, clearly side with John 

as victim of police harassment, referring to the cops (coded villainsͿ as ͚sadistiĐ͛ ;KeŵpleǇ, ϭϵϴϮ; 

Ansen, 1982; Maslin, 1982). This key term is used much more ambiguously in reviews of Rambo , 

where ͚the ǀioleŶĐe͛ itself is ƌefeƌƌed to as ďeiŶg sadistiĐ ;“ŵith, ϮϬϬϴ; ‘ussell, BBC OŶliŶe, FeďƌuaƌǇ 

22, 2008; Vranjes, 2008). Employing negative adjectives to describe images is problematic because 

that judgment is based on estimations of intent, and presumptions about the reception of those 

images. Violent images cannot possess intentional properties such as sadism, so the perpetrators of 

ǀioleŶĐe ŵust ďe the sadists. What these ƌeǀieǁeƌs oǀeƌlook theŶ is that ‘aŵďo͛s violence is 

quantitatively balanced: an equal proportion of the violence is aimed at those characters coded 

innocent and those coded villainous. Where the previous filŵs ƌelied oŶ ‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe to deliŵit 

the ďouŶdaƌies of ͚good͛ aŶd ͚eǀil͛, the proportion of violence committed by John himself (compared to 

his accomplices and enemies) significantly decreases in Rambo. These reviewers thus seek to resolve 
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moral amďiguitǇ ďǇ defeƌƌiŶg the tƌait of sadisŵ oŶto ͚ǀioleŶĐe͛, iŶstead of attending to the source of 

their discomfort. 

 

Critical crisis? Vilification as response to violence 

While the seƌies͛ aesthetiĐ of ǀioleŶĐe has ĐhaŶged ďoth iŶ Ƌualitatiǀe aŶd ƋuaŶtitatiǀe terms, the 

corresponding value judgment – that, for reviewers, an increase in the explicitness and amount of 

violence makes parts three and four of the fƌaŶĐhise ͚ǁoƌse͛ – is unjustified. It is therefore worth 

considering the principles underpinning those responses to Rambo in greater detail. 

OŶe teŶsioŶ I ǁish to iŶǀestigate is the assessŵeŶt of ‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe iŶ a way that seeks to 

continue critical narratives established around its predecessors. In comparison to Rambo , the previous 

sequels might seem tame, yet it is important to observe how they were received in the 1980s context. 

As Byrnes (2008) notes, ͚[t]oǁaƌds the eŶd of ‘aŵďo: Fiƌst Blood Paƌt II ... [the ďodǇ of aŶ eŶeŵǇ 

geŶeƌal] eǆploded iŶto a ŵillioŶ ďits͛: this ͚kiŶd of ͞piŶk ŵist͟ shot͛ ǁas ͚faiƌlǇ uŶĐoŵŵoŶ͛ iŶ the 

ϭϵϴϬs, ͚eǀeŶ iŶ heaǀilǇ ǀioleŶt ŵoǀies͛. ‘aŵďo, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast, features this type of shot throughout, and 

that shift trips up a number of reviewers, espeĐiallǇ those suggestiŶg that ‘aŵďo ͚ƌeseŵďles [the] 

pƌeǀious seƋuels͛ (McCoy, 2008).
11

 The notion that Rambo is akin to its predecessors contradicts the 

desiƌe to fƌaŵe ‘aŵďo as ͚the ŵost ǀioleŶt, hoƌƌifiĐ aŶd ĐǇŶiĐal͛ filŵ iŶ the seƌies (Baker, 2008). This 

discrepancy, I argue, may be the source of much of the critical discomfort surrounding Rambo. It 

indicates that reviewers went into the film expecting a particular aesthetic approach to violence, and 

were subsequently unprepared for how visceral the film was. This, I contend, led to the consensus 

that ‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe is a ͚pƌoďleŵ͛.12
 

One prominent strategy reviewers use to negotiate this paradox is to point not only to the images, but 

also to the audience. Rambo is frequently referred to as ͚Toƌtuƌe PoƌŶ͛ ďǇ ĐƌitiĐs ;Laǁ, ϮϬϬϴ; Total Filŵ, 

2008; Adams, 2008; Collin, 2008; Vranjes, 2008; Wirt, n.d.),
13 

the intention being to discredit viewer 

pleasure. AloŶgside ƌefeƌeŶĐes to ͚the audieŶĐe͛s ďlood lust͛ ;“adoǀski, Eŵpiƌe OŶliŶe Ŷ.d., my 

eŵphasisͿ, seǆualized teƌŵiŶologǇ suĐh as ͚oƌgǇ͛is also eŵploǇed to desĐƌiďe the violence (Webster, 

2008; Wirt, n.d.; Monk, 2008a; Jones, Chicago Reader Online, n.d.; Express and Echo, 2008; Hodgson, 

2008). These phrases exaggerate viewer gratification (connoting sexual thrill at witnessing evisceration), 

and hyperbolize the obscenity of the images. Elsewhere, one reviewer uses similar rhetoric to dismiss the 

filŵ as ͚poƌŶogƌaphiĐallǇ stupid͛ ;“uŶdaǇ BusiŶess Post, ϮϬϬϴͿ. 
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This teĐhŶiƋue of laďelliŶg the audieŶĐe ͚duŵď͛ oƌ the filŵs theŵselǀes as ͚ďoƌiŶg͛ ;LoǁiŶg, ϭϵϴϴͿ,14
 

again follows a critical precedent established in reviews of the previous Rambo films. Tasker (2004, 

107) notes that insulting viewer intelligence was a common strategy employed in culturally situating 

the series, stemming from a critical inability to explain the popularity of the first three films. However, 

such criticisms appear to have been amplified to accompany ‘aŵďo͛s iŶĐƌeased ǀioleŶĐe. MaĐkliŶ 

(2008) in particular seeks to directly insult ǀieǁeƌs that take pleasuƌe iŶ the filŵ: ͚Is goƌe gloƌious? Is 

brutality orgasmic? Is spurtiŶg ďlood the fouŶtaiŶ of fuŶ? If so, ‘aŵďo is ϰ U.͛ The ͚ϰ U͛ ŵakes Ŷo 

atteŵpt to hide MaĐkliŶ͛s peƌĐeptioŶ that he is iŶtelleĐtuallǇ supeƌioƌ to ǀieǁeƌs who enjoy Rambo. 

He ĐoŶtiŶues ďǇ pƌoposiŶg that ͚[t]heƌe is aŶ audieŶĐe that goes to the movies simply for ... mere 

ǀisĐeƌal eǆpeƌieŶĐes͛, suggestiŶg that ‘aŵďo͛s audieŶĐe is iŶĐapaďle of thought, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast to his 

pƌesuŵaďlǇ ͚higheƌ͛, Đeƌeďƌal eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ĐiŶeŵa.15
 Drake also seeks to distance himself from an 

audience who enjoy Rambo, to the extent that his toŶe is pateŶtlǇ aĐĐusatoƌǇ: ͚Theƌe is aŶ audience 

foƌ the ĐaƌtooŶish ŵaǇheŵ ‘aŵďo is selliŶg, aŶd Ǉou kŶoǁ ǁho Ǉou aƌe͛ (Drake, 2008, my emphasis). 

This sense of culpability extends to Stallone himself. His intent is central to the critical disdain 

surrounding Rambo, and its politics in particular. The film uses Burma – an environment 

characterized by real-life atrocity and bloodshed – as a ďaĐkdƌop foƌ ‘aŵďo͛s fiĐtioŶal ǀioleŶĐe. IŶ 

doing so, Rambo perpetuates the seƌies͛ tƌeŶd of situatiŶg the U“ soldieƌ agaiŶst ͚foƌeigŶ͛ aŶd 

politically contentious surroundings, which has been a continuing source of critical discomfort. First 

Blood ǁas aĐĐused of ͚eǆploitatioŶ͛ iŶasŵuĐh as soŵe ƌeǀieǁeƌs iŶteƌpƌeted the film as using the 

reality of Vietnam to ratioŶalize ͚gƌatuitous, seŶsatioŶalistiĐ eƌuptioŶs of ǀioleŶĐe͛ ;AƌŶold, ϭϵϴϮͿ. 

This critical narrative continued in the responses to First Blood: Part II (also set in Vietnam) and 

Rambo III (set in AfghaŶistaŶͿ. BǇƌŶes͛ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ƌeǀieǁ of ‘aŵďo – in which he accuses Stallone of 

͚ĐheapeŶ[iŶg]͛ the situatioŶ iŶ Buƌŵa – is a direct continuation of his 1988 review of Rambo III, in which 

he ĐƌitiĐizes “talloŶe͛s desiƌe to ͚shoǁ that ǁaƌ is a disgustiŶg aĐt͛, oŶ the gƌouŶds that “talloŶe ͚has 

probably spilled more fake ďlood ... thaŶ aŶǇoŶe iŶ filŵ histoƌǇ͛. 

While Stallone has declared that his intention was to use Rambo III to educate the public about real-life 

atrocity (Liper, 1988), he has more recently stood accused of using political settings as scenery for 

one-dimensional moral fantasies that celebrate American heroism (Total Film, 2008; The Boston 

Herald, 2008). One of the assumptions made in these reviews is that Stallone himself is oblivious to the 

political implications of his directorial choices. For instance, Channell (2008) expresses concern over 

“talloŶe͛s hǇpoĐƌisǇ: that is, ͚deliǀeƌ[iŶg] a ŵessage of ŶoŶǀioleŶĐe͛ ďǇ ĐƌeatiŶg ͚oŶe of the ŵost 
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violent action films of ƌeĐeŶt ŵeŵoƌǇ͛. Most of these aĐĐusatioŶs aƌe thus fouŶded oŶ the saŵe 

rhetoric of ͚stupiditǇ͛ that is assigŶed to ‘aŵďo faŶs. 

Fuƌtheƌ pƌoďleŵs aƌise fƌoŵ “talloŶe͛s deĐisioŶ to iŶĐlude Ŷeǁs footage of the Burmese situation in 

the opening of Rambo. Again, this choice is indicative of the shift between Rambo III and Rambo. 

Macdonald (the director of Rambo III) is ƌepoƌted to haǀe ĐoŶsideƌed ͚usiŶg aĐtual doĐuŵeŶtaƌǇ 

footage shot iŶ AfghaŶistaŶ͛ iŶ ‘aŵďo III, a ŶotioŶ ǁhiĐh “talloŶe ƌejeĐted iŶ ϭϵϴϴ, feaƌiŶg that the 

audieŶĐe ǁould ͚fƌeak out if the ƌeal atƌoĐities ǁeƌe shoǁŶ iŶ the ŵoǀie͛ (Wedel, 1988). His volte-face 

ϮϬ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ is eǀideŶt iŶ his deĐlaƌatioŶ that ‘aŵďo is ͚supposed to ďe distuƌďiŶg. I ǁaŶt people to 

ďe upset͛ ;Bakeƌ, ϮϬϬϴͿ.16
 Judging by the critical response, he achieved this aim. 

Stallone stands accused of offering an incoherent political vision on the basis that his ͚thuŵďŶail sketĐh 

of the situatioŶ iŶ Buƌŵa͛ does Ŷot ďeĐoŵe aŶ iŶtegƌated paƌt of the filŵ͛s ŵessage ;CaŶďeƌƌa Tiŵes, 

2008a). The combination of real-life footage and realistic looking fictional violence underscores much 

of the disdain raised over Rambo, some reviewers declaring that Stallone lacks the artistic ability to 

convincingly combine the two modes. 17 But these accusations do not stem from technical 

misadventure: none of the reviews I encountered suggested that the CGI effects were unconvincing. 

IŶ faĐt, the filŵ͛s iŶĐƌediďlǇ ƌealistiĐ look is at the heaƌt of ǁhat ŵakes ‘aŵďo autheŶtiĐ aŶd 

disturbing for some critics (Channell, 2008; Frank, 2008; Collin, 2008). 

The amalgamation of genuine atrocity footage and realistic gore effects results in instances of critical 

confusion that are worth briefly outlining. The reviewer for Kalamazoo Gazette (2008) makes no 

distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the ƌeal aŶd the fiĐtioŶal, foƌ iŶstaŶĐe: ͚‘aŵďo ... iŶĐoƌpoƌate[s] aĐtual Ŷeǁs 

footage of atrocities against the Karen people – including close-ups of mutilated corpses and 

butchered bodies – and ... close-ups of children being bayoneted or having their heads crushed 

ďeŶeath soldieƌs͛ ďoots.͛ The ͚Đlose-ups͛ ƌefeƌƌed to aƌe fƌoŵ the fictional parts of the film, but the 

writer does not distinguish these incidents from the authentic news footage. The reviewer for The 

People ;ϮϬϬϴͿ suggested that ‘aŵďo is a foƌŵ of ͚[e]sĐapist ... Ŷightŵaƌish pƌopagaŶda͛, Ǉet the teƌŵ 

͚esĐapist͛ is soŵeǁhat pƌoďleŵatiĐ giǀeŶ ‘aŵďo͛s diƌeĐt atteŵpts to foƌge ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs ďetǁeeŶ 

fiction and reality. For this reviewer, Rambo is a form of fantasy distraction, and that contradicts 

“talloŶe͛s didaĐtiĐ iŶteŶtioŶ. Otheƌ ƌeǀieǁeƌs had pƌeĐiselǇ the opposite ƌeaĐtion, suggesting that the 

͚ďƌutal͛ ƌealitǇ footage opeŶiŶg the filŵ ŵade the fiĐtioŶal ǀioleŶĐe that folloǁed ͚iŵpossiďle͛ to 

͚eŶjoǇ͛ ;AŶtagoŶǇ & EĐstasǇ ďlog post, ϮϬϬϴͿ. 
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These responses are indicative of a critical desire to separate the reality of the opening footage and the 

faŶtasǇ of the filŵ, despite the faĐt that the opeŶiŶg ĐleaƌlǇ iŵpaĐts oŶ ‘aŵďo͛s fiĐtioŶal Ŷaƌƌatiǀe. 

Point-of-entry into a text is vital, as it allows us to apprehend how the narrative constructs and 

justifies hostile action (Cerulo, 1998, 40–3). In the previous films, the point-of-entry is Rambo 

himself. In the First Blood films, he is the earliest character presented. Despite Trautman being the 

first character depicted in Rambo III, he (like the audience) is looking for John, and the first line of 

dialogue is the Ŷaŵe ͚‘aŵďo͛ ;as it is iŶ the second film). Since our point-of-entry in Rambo is the 

reality of Burmese civil war, the subsequent fictional violence is situated against a broader moral 

context rather than being a motivating factor for John. Placing emphasis on the innocent casualties of 

war in this way heightens our empathic response to their suffering. Thus, the first fictional sequence 

– in which soldiers force scared civilians to run across a landmine covered rice-paddy – underscores 

the eŶeŵǇ͛s ĐƌueltǇ. 

Hoǁeǀeƌ, this is Ŷot to defeŶd “talloŶe͛s use of ƌealitǇ footage peƌ se, oƌ his decision to use the 

Rambo character (with its accompanying cultural baggage) to pass commentary on current affairs. 

Stallone encourages the audience to sympathize with innocent casualties by contrasting them with 

over-simplified, one-diŵeŶsioŶal ǀillaiŶs: the Buƌŵese ŵilitaƌǇ aƌe just iŶheƌeŶtlǇ ͚eǀil͛. This is 

certainly how the previous Rambo films operate, yet if Stallone sought to root Rambo in reality, his 

approach to this conflict should have dealt with the moral complexities. 

 

ǮHellǯve a time for humor, Johnǯ: cartoonishness and consequences of violence 

Fuƌtheƌ pƌoďleŵs steŵ fƌoŵ “talloŶe͛s aĐĐouŶt of the seƌies͛ ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶal shifts. Stallone 

ƌepeatedlǇ uses the teƌŵs ͚tƌuthful͛, ͚autheŶtiĐ͛, aŶd ͚plausiďle͛ iŶ his DVD commentary for Rambo, but 

makes no explicit reference to his prior relationship with unrealistic depictions of violence. For 

instance, he comments that he ͚didŶ͛t ǁaŶt to have ... the ubiquitous machine gun that never runs 

out of ďullets͛ ;AŶtagoŶǇ & EĐstasǇ ďlog post, ϮϬϬϴͿ, Ǉet ŶegleĐts hoǁ his pƌeǀious iĐoŶiĐ ‘aŵďo 

filŵs aƌe ƌespoŶsiďle foƌ the uďiƋuitǇ of suĐh seƋueŶĐes. As he ĐoŶtiŶues, ͚I͛ǀe alǁaǇs ǁoŶdeƌed ǁhǇ 

... usuallǇ Ǉou see ďullets, ͞oh it͛s a ŶiĐk, it͛s a hit͟, it kŶoĐks theŵ doǁŶ. But ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe hit ǁith a 

.50 caliber ǁeapoŶ ... it ǀapoƌizes the ďodǇ͛ ;AŶtagoŶǇ & EĐstasǇ ďlog post, ϮϬϬϴͿ, “talloŶe again fails 

to eǆpliĐitlǇ aĐĐouŶt foƌ ǁhat the shift iŶ ‘aŵďo͛s violent aesthetic might mean. 
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What “talloŶe does uŶdeƌsĐoƌe is ‘aŵďo͛s iŶǀestŵeŶt iŶ the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of violence. Hollywood 

narratives typically centralize causal relations to drive the plot, and this ethos is perfectly embodied 

by gunplay, which distils the cause– effect dynamic (Jacobs, 1996, 163). In the first three films, 

violence is mainly inflicted on landscape rather than bodies (leading Siskel and Ebert to complain 

aďout the ͚destƌuĐtioŶ of pƌiǀate pƌopeƌtǇ͛ iŶ Fiƌst BloodͿ.18
 This is still violence, yet it lacks the 

emotional weight carried by bodily destruction. Rambo amends that pattern by illustrating the messy 

truths of bloodshed. 

In these films, the overall tone is contingent on their representations of bodies. The 1980s Rambo films 

focus on StalloŶe͛s phǇsiƋue, aŶd his ŵusĐulaƌitǇ sigŶifies his iŶǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ. Thus, ‘aŵďo is ͚shot at 

ǁithout sigŶifiĐaŶt ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe͛ ϳϰ tiŵes iŶ the fiƌst thƌee ŵoǀies ;Muelleƌ, ϮϬϬϴͿ. IŶ paƌallel to 

“talloŶe͛s idealized body, the exploding locales seem to be equally impervious or subject to miraculous 

healing. In the second and third films then, the consequences of violence are de-emphasized. Jeffords 

(1994,24–ϳͿ ĐoŶteŶds thatthis is paƌtofthe ͚haƌdďodǇ͛ ethos of 1980s action cinema; the hero attains 

͚ŵasteƌǇ ďǇ ... ƌefusiŶg to ďe ͞ŵessǇ͟ oƌ ͞ĐoŶfusiŶg͟, ďǇ haǀiŶg haƌd edges, deteƌŵiŶate liŶes of 

aĐtioŶ, aŶd Đleaƌ ďouŶdaƌies foƌ theiƌ oǁŶ deĐisioŶ ŵakiŶg͛ ;see also AǇeƌs, ϮϬϬϴ; Taskeƌ, ϮϬϬϰͿ. 

The eaƌlieƌ ‘aŵďo filŵs theƌefoƌe assigŶ ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ to the ͚soft͛ ďodies of victims/enemies. Yet, the 

ǀioleŶĐe attƌiďuted to those ͚soft͛ ďodies is toŶallǇ uŶdeƌstated, the ͚haƌdest͛ ǀioleŶĐe ďeiŶg ƌeseƌǀed 

foƌ JohŶ͛s haƌd ďodǇ. CoŶseƋueŶtlǇ, audieŶĐes tǇpiĐallǇ fiŶd the ŵoŵeŶts iŶ ǁhiĐh ‘aŵďo seǁs up a 

bullet gash in First Blood and cauterizes his torso wound in Rambo III the most uncomfortable to watch 

(Jeffords, 1994, 49; Lichtenfeld, 2007, 66). This is ďeĐause the heƌo is the Ŷaƌƌatiǀe͛s foĐal poiŶt, ǁhile 

other victims of violence carry less emotional weight. Rambo reǁƌites that positioŶ. The ǀiĐtiŵ͛s 

ďodies aƌe eǆposed to the haƌdest ǀioleŶĐe. TheǇ aƌe ĐleaƌlǇ still ͚soft͛ ;theǇ liteƌallǇ fall apaƌtͿ, aŶd 

the contrast between hard violence and soft bodies is dwelt upon. The previously assured invincibility 

of ‘aŵďo͛s body is thus called into question, as he no longer endures the hardest violence. This 

change is in keeping with the ageiŶg of “talloŶe͛s ďodǇ, ǁhiĐh is ĐleaƌlǇ less siŶeǁǇ iŶ ϮϬϬϴ thaŶ it ǁas 

in 1988. His physical vulnerability signals the decline of his heroic power, and without that invulnerable 

centre, victims are left exposed to hard violence. 

The graphic bloodshed of Rambo thereby retracts the cartoonish or comic-book war fantasy 

presented in FirstBlood: Part II (Rutherford, 1992, 186; Bredice, 1986). The second and third films are 

aƌĐhetǇpal ͚ŵusĐle epiĐs͛ iŶ that ƌespeĐt, ͚Đouƌt[iŶg] a high-stǇle ĐaƌtooŶǇ eǆĐess͛, ďǇ poƌtƌaǇiŶg 

ǀioleŶĐe ǁithout aĐĐouŶtiŶg foƌ the ͚ƌeal iŵpaĐt of paiŶ͛ ;AŶdƌeǁs ϭϵϵϲ, ϭϰϱ–ϲͿ. This ͚ĐaƌtooŶǇ͛ 

aesthetic came under fire in reviews of Rambo III in particular. For instance, Pulleine (1988) 
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ĐoŵplaiŶs that ͚‘aŵďo͛s iŶdestƌuĐtiďilitǇ is akiŶ to that of a ĐaƌtooŶ Đat, ǁhiĐh afteƌ ďeiŶg ďloǁŶ to 

smithereens in one shot can magically reassemble itself for the next ... with apparently no after-

effeĐts͛. “iŵilaƌ seŶtiŵeŶts aƌe pƌeǀaleŶt iŶ ƌeǀieǁs of ‘aŵďo III ;Baƌƌ, ϭϵϴϴ; Paƌtƌidge, ϭϵϴϴ; 

Lowing, 1988; Cullen 1988; Elliott, 1988; Mietkiewicz, 1988; Brode 1988), and this comparison to 

cartoon violence highlights that Rambo III neglects the consequences of battle. 

Despite the emphasis Rambo places on graphic bloodshed, this critical narrative has continued. Rambo 

has also been described as cartoon-like (Gritten, 2008; Russell, BBC Online, February 22, 2008; Byrnes, 

2008), even if some critics have ͚updated͛ theiƌ fƌaŵe of ƌefeƌeŶĐe ďǇ usiŶg teƌŵiŶologǇ suĐh as 

͚ǀideogaŵe͛ ;“ŵith, ϮϬϬϴ; JoŶes, ChiĐago ‘eadeƌ OŶliŶe, Ŷ.d.Ϳ aŶd ͚Xďoǆ geŶeƌatioŶ͛ ;“adoǀski, 

Empire Online n.d.) to make the same point. This line of criticism is contradicted by ‘aŵďo͛s ƌetƌaĐtioŶ 

of the seƌies͛ pƌeǀious ĐoŵiĐ-book approach: referring to Rambo as cartoonish ignores the significance 

of the filŵ͛s aesthetiĐ aŶd toŶal shifts. 

A further comic-ďook tƌope that ĐhaŶges aĐƌoss the seƌies is JohŶ͛s wisecracking (a trademark of the 1 

980s action hero), which reached its pinnacle in Rambo III. Here it was employed seemingly to 

ĐouŶteƌďalaŶĐe the filŵ͛s iŶĐƌeased ďodǇ ĐouŶt. The ǁiseĐƌaĐk ĐoŶŶotes the heƌo͛s ĐoŶtƌol, espeĐiallǇ 

in instances of peril. 19  In comparison, Rambo might give an overall impression of being more violent 

because John is grave to the point of misanthropic cynicism; for instance, after killing the river pirates 

eaƌlǇ oŶ iŶ ‘aŵďo, JohŶ shouts that ͚theǇ͛d haǀe ƌaped [“aƌah] ϱϬ tiŵes͛. This outďuƌst seƌǀes to 

aŵplifǇ, Ŷot ƌelieǀe the teŶsioŶ, sigŶalliŶg JohŶ͛s laĐk of ĐoŶtƌol ;as opposed to the self-assured 

wisecrack), thus highlighting his – and subsequently their – vulnerability. 

Rambo therefore seeks to demonstrate the effect a life of violence has had upon John himself. During 

a flashďaĐk seƋueŶĐe ǁhiĐh estaďlishes his ĐhaƌaĐteƌ, his hatƌed of huŵaŶkiŶd ;͚fuĐk the ǁoƌld͛Ϳ is 

tied iŶto a disĐouƌse of ĐulpaďilitǇ. He shouldeƌs peƌsoŶal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ foƌ his life of hoŵiĐide ;͚Ǉou 

killed for yourself, not foƌ Ǉouƌ ĐouŶtƌǇ͛Ϳ, aŶd his ŵeŵoƌies of iŶfliĐtiŶg ďloodshed aƌe juǆtaposed 

with violence imposed upon him. The montage combines torture sequences from the previous films 

ǁith the ͚faŶtasǇ͛ of TƌautŵaŶ eǆeĐutiŶg JohŶ (the footage originally intended to close First Blood). It 

may be the case that ͚[k]illiŶ͛s as easǇ as ďƌeathiŶg͛ ǁheŶ ŶeĐessaƌǇ foƌ suƌǀiǀal, ďut ‘aŵďo also asseƌts 

that theƌe is ŶothiŶg ͚easǇ͛ aďout liǀiŶg ǁith the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of ŵuƌdeƌ. This augments the general 

sense of retraction offered by Rambo, drawing the violence of the pƌeǀious filŵs ;ǁhiĐh ǁas ͚easǇ͛Ϳ 

into question. 
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UltiŵatelǇ ‘aŵďo͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe ĐoŶteǆt suppoƌts ǀioleŶĐe oŶ a ŵoƌal leǀel iŶasŵuĐh as the leadeƌ of 

the Buƌŵese JuŶta ͚deseƌǀes͛ to die, aŶd ‘aŵďo is ĐleaƌlǇ Đoded as a heƌo, no matter how disturbed. 

Yet, dwelling as it does on the dead and the maimed, the film hardly proposes that violence is a 

solution. Brutality haunts and defines the individual even if one walks away from it (as Rambo does). 

The narrative arc that spans the series – which begins with the threat of violence in First Blood, then 

offers two sequels that perform battle without dwelling on the negative outcomes – closes by 

exploring the ramifications of violence. While iŶteŶded as a pejoƌatiǀe teƌŵ, Lodeƌ͛s ;MTV.com, 

January 25,2008) description of ‘aŵďo as ͚slaughteƌ-ĐeŶtƌiĐ͛ is thus apposite to ĐoŶǀeǇ the ĐeŶtƌal 

importance of violence here. 

 

Conclusion 

The Rambo series presents a continuing story, and so reviewers are expected to judge each film as 

part of that developing context. However, the prevailing pattern is that reviewers failed to 

aĐkŶoǁledge that ‘aŵďo Đould offeƌ aŶǇthiŶg otheƌ thaŶ ƌepetitioŶ. Fƌoŵ the ƌeǀieǁeƌs͛ uses of 

adjectives we may ascertain that they were offended or shocked by the film, and this perhaps led to 

a geŶeƌal uŶǁilliŶgŶess to eŶgage ǁith ‘aŵďo͛s ĐoŶteŶt iŶ detail. Hoǁeǀeƌ, theiƌ offeŶĐe is ƌooted iŶ 

a broader issue, which helps to explain why the fourth film clearly upset so many reviewers: Rambo 

did not comfortably fit the critical narrative established around the 1980s Rambo films. Part of the 

reason Rambo never could fit is that the coherence of that critical narrative was an illusion in the first 

instance. The earlier entries in the series differ in a number of ways, but it appears that the 20-year 

hiatus between Rambo III and Rambo led reviewers to over-emphasize the aesthetic similarities of the 

1980s Rambo films. Where differences ǁeƌe ƌeĐogŶized, theǇ ǁeƌe tied iŶto the appaƌeŶt ͚ƋualitǇ͛ of 

the films: the first movie was generally taken seriously, the second typically perceived as a fun action 

romp, and Rambo III was commonly disparaged on the basis of its political stance and high body count. 

These shifts are intimately intertwined with how these films portray violent acts, and to what ends. 

‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe ǁas destiŶed to ďe a ĐƌitiĐal issue theŶ, aŶd “talloŶe͛s deĐisioŶs – to amplify the 

realism; to dwell on consequence; to depict more intimate forms of violence; to include footage of 

genuine atrocity – appear to have exacerbated the problem. However, because these elements did 

not fit the pre-established critical narrative, this led to a series of frustrated responses in which 

reviewers sought to disparage the quality of the film, to insult the filmmaker, or to vilify viewer 

pleasure. A number of the negative responses to ‘aŵďo͛s oŶ-screen violence then are really 
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concerned with what is happening off sĐƌeeŶ: ĐoŶǀeƌgiŶg oŶ the ƋuestioŶ of “talloŶe͛s ͚ƌight͛ to use 

the plight of the Karen in a commercial context, and his inability to alter their political situation by 

representing it (particularly via a character with such a problematic cultural legacy). Yet, part of the 

disoƌieŶtatioŶ ‘aŵďo͛s ǀioleŶĐe offeƌs – its impact and power – arises preĐiselǇ fƌoŵ the ĐhaƌaĐteƌ͛s 

histoƌǇ, aŶd ǁhat the seƌies ǁas eǆpeĐted to deliǀeƌ iŶ teƌŵs of ͚ĐaƌtooŶ͛ ǀioleŶĐe. That the filŵ 

unsettled many reviewers testifies to its affecting nature. 

We may conclude that it is difficult to remain indifferent to graphic depictions of violence, since 

violence is emotionally provocative. That being the case, the footage of real-life atrocity that opens 

Rambo carries with it a certain irony. The plight of Buƌŵa͛s ĐitizeŶs has pƌoďaďlǇ ďeeŶ the suďjeĐt of 

less passionate public discussion for Anglo-American journalists than Rambo itself has. The critical 

response to Rambo highlights a willingness to vehemently react to fiction, while real violence 

oĐĐuƌƌiŶg ͚elseǁheƌe͛ iŶ the ǁoƌld is igŶoƌed. Although “talloŶe has ďeeŶ aĐĐused of lacking 

͚ĐoŶsĐieŶĐe͛ foƌ iŶĐludiŶg footage of ͚ƌeal-life geŶoĐide͛ iŶ his filŵ ;Weďsteƌ, ϮϬϬϴͿ, ĐƌitiĐal passiǀitǇ 

in the face of genuine suffering is, I would argue, far more politically dubious and horrifying than the 

content of Rambo itself. 

 

Notes 

1. ͚We Get to WiŶ this Tiŵe͛ featuƌette oŶ the “oŶǇ PiĐtuƌes ϮϬϬϴ DVD ƌelease of Fiƌst Blood: Paƌt 

II. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Those reviews constituted only by plot synopses were discarded, as were those reviews that 

replicated the same information and phrasing verbatim: in these cases, the newspaper with the 

broadest distribution has been consulted. I did not otherwise make value distinctions between the 

sources based on their distribution reach: reactions to each film remained consistent in any case. Note 

that when quoting I have opted for citations that summate the critical pattern most concisely, even if 

it is not taken from the most broadly distributed news source. 

4. Moƌƌell͛s ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ foƌ the “oŶǇ PiĐtuƌes ϮϬϬϴ DVD ƌelease of Fiƌst Blood. This is ĐoŶfiƌŵed 

ďǇ KeŵpleǇ͛s ;ϭϵϴϮͿ ƌeǀieǁ of Fiƌst Blood that desĐƌiďes the filŵ as ͚ŶoŶ-stop aĐtioŶ aŶd ǀioleŶĐe͛. It 

is peƌhaps ǁoƌth ŶotiŶg that Moƌƌell͛s oƌigiŶal ǀisioŶ of ‘aŵďo ǁas iŵďued ǁith this ƋuaŶtitatiǀe 
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sensibility, and that this was intended to be translated from book to filŵ; ͚iŶ the oƌigiŶal sĐƌipt, 

[‘aŵďo] ǁas a hoŵiĐidal psǇĐhopath. He killed eǀeƌǇďodǇ͛ ;Chase, ϭϵϴϮͿ. 

5. Jeffoƌds ;ϭϵϵϰ, ϴϰͿ aƌgues that ‘aŵďo III ĐoŶsists ͚alŵost eŶtiƌelǇ͛ of ͚Đoŵďat sĐeŶes of ǀaƌious 

kiŶds͛. HaǀiŶg ďeeŶ Đƌedited as ͚the ŵost ǀioleŶt filŵ eǀeƌ ŵade͛ by the Guinness Book of World 

Records (Drake, 2008), quantity is clearly part of the cultural iconography of Rambo III, and 

subsequently Rambo. Of the critical reviews of Rambo III, a number point to the quantity of violent 

acts as if they are a measure of the filŵ͛s ǁoƌth. The aĐĐoŵpaŶǇiŶg use of desĐƌiptoƌs suĐh as ͚filled͛, 

͚Đƌaŵŵed͛, aŶd ͚paĐked͛ ǁith ǀioleŶĐe, aŶd aŶ iŶsisteŶĐe oŶ detailiŶg the filŵ͛s leŶgth iŶ comparison 

with the number of acts of violence (Trott, 1988), indicate that frequency oƌ ͚sĐale͛ as oŶe ƌeǀieǁeƌ 

puts it (James, 1988) is a central focus for complaint. 

6. As PaŶgoŶis ;ϮϬϬϴͿ pejoƌatiǀelǇ states, ͚[i]f the ďodǇ ĐouŶt of aŶ aĐtioŶ filŵ ǁeƌe diƌeĐtlǇ 

pƌopoƌtioŶal to its ƋualitǇ, ‘aŵďo ǁould ďe the filŵ of the Ǉeaƌ͛. 

7. Praise is offeƌed foƌ ‘aŵďo III͛s ͚dazzliŶg eǆplosioŶs͛ ;Buƌke, ϭϵϴϴͿ, aŶd its ͚aĐtioŶ shoǁdoǁŶ͛, 

ǁhiĐh Elliott ;ϭϵϴϴͿ aƌgues ͚is oŶe of the ŵost stƌikiŶglǇ filŵed ǀioleŶĐe ďallets eǀeƌ filŵed͛. 

8. Foƌ eǆaŵple, it is desĐƌiďed as ͚hoƌƌeŶdous ... gƌaphiĐ ... ďƌutal stuff͛ ;AƌkaŶsas DeŵoĐƌat-

Gazette, 1988). Hinson (1988) offers similar commentary. 

9. The filŵ is thus desĐƌiďed as ͚gƌuesoŵe͛ ;The People, ϮϬϬϴ; Tuƌkish DailǇ Neǁs ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚gƌislǇ͛ 

;The “uŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚gƌuelliŶg͛ ;MaĐkliŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚astoŶishiŶglǇ gƌaphiĐ͛ (Loder, MTV.com, January 25,2008); 

͚hǇsteƌiĐallǇ goƌǇ͛ ;The Yoƌk DispatĐh, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚Bƌutal ... ďaƌďaƌiĐ͛ ;Adaŵs, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚ďloodǇ, shoĐkiŶg aŶd 

ďloodǇ shoĐkiŶg͛ ;Total Filŵ, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚ƌepƌeheŶsiďle ... totallǇ uŶŶeĐessaƌǇ͛ ;Huŵphƌies, ϮϬϬ8); 

͚ŶauseatiŶg͛ ;The Yoƌk DispatĐh, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚ďƌeathtakiŶglǇ ŶastǇ͛ ;The People, ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚siĐkeŶiŶg, alŵost 

degeŶeƌate͛ ;Tuƌkish DailǇ Neǁs ϮϬϬϴͿ; ͚ƌepulsiǀe aŶd ƌidiĐulous͛ ;JoǇĐe, ϮϬϬϴͿ. IŶ eaĐh Đase these 

terms are accompanied by detailed descriptions of violent aĐts suĐh as ͚liŵď-severing and skull-

ďashiŶg͛ ;Lodeƌ, MTV.com, January 25, 2008), ͚ďodies ďeiŶg atoŵized͛ ;Tuƌkish DailǇ Neǁs ϮϬϬϴͿ, 

͚thƌoats ďeiŶg Đlaǁed opeŶ . . . aƌƌoǁs peŶetƌatiŶg skulls͛ ;Kalaŵazoo Gazette, ϮϬϬϴͿ, aŶd ͚gƌeŶades 

turning people iŶto aŶ aďstƌaĐtioŶ of liŵďs͛ ;“uŶdaǇ BusiŶess Post, ϮϬϬϴͿ. The ĐoŶseŶsus is that 

‘aŵďo is ͚a ŵess of gƌaphiĐ ĐƌueltǇ͛ ;MaĐkliŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ. 

10. “talloŶe͛s ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ oŶ the “oŶǇ PiĐtuƌes ϮϬϬϴ DVD ƌelease of ‘aŵďo. 

11. Indeed, one British taďloid suggested that faĐed ǁith ‘aŵďo͛s ƌeǀiǀal, ͚it is just as if the previous 
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ϮϬ Ǉeaƌs of ĐiŶeŵa Ŷeǀeƌ happeŶed͛ ;The “uŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ. As aŶ eǆaŵple of this teŶsioŶ, Lodeƌ͛s 

(MTV.com, January 25, 2008) assertion that the fourth filŵ ͚ƋuiĐklǇ desĐeŶds iŶto the faŵiliaƌ ‘aŵďo 

ǁoƌld of eŶdless aŶŶihilatioŶ͛ fails to adeƋuatelǇ aĐĐouŶt foƌ hoǁ this ǁoƌld has ĐhaŶged, aŶd is 

ĐoŶtƌadiĐted ďǇ his suďseƋueŶt ƌeŵaƌk that ͚[e]ǀeŶ iŶ a ĐiŶeŵatiĐ age as ŵuƌdeƌous as ouƌ oǁŶ, the 

movie is eǆĐeptioŶallǇ ǀioleŶt͛. 

12. While for some, quantity is marked as a fulfilment of expectation (one reviewer stating that the 

ďloodshed oĐĐuƌs ǁith ͚satisfǇiŶg ƌegulaƌitǇ͛ ;AŶtagoŶǇ & EĐstasǇ ďlog post, ϮϬϬϴͿ, otheƌs fƌaŵe the 

quantitative violence of Rambo as indicative of escalating aggression across the series (McCoy, 2008). 

This of course may be read pƌeĐiselǇ as a pƌoŵise that the filŵ ͚deliǀeƌs͛ foƌ audieŶĐe ŵeŵďeƌs ǁho 

are invested in the genre. 

13. The saŵe ĐoŶŶotatioŶs applǇ to the teƌŵs ͚goƌe poƌŶ͛ ;Total Filŵ, ϮϬϬϴͿ, ͚death poƌŶ͛, aŶd 

͚ďlood poƌŶ͛ ;BǇƌŶes, ϮϬϬϴͿ, all of ǁhiĐh aƌe used to desĐƌiďe ‘aŵďo. 

14. The teƌŵs ͚dull͛ ;The “uŶdaǇ IŶdepeŶdeŶt ϮϬϬϴͿ, ͚dƌeaƌǇ͛ ;“uŶdaǇ BusiŶess Post, ϮϬϬϴͿ, aŶd 

͚uŶiŵagiŶatiǀe͛ ;Adaŵs, ϮϬϬϴͿ aƌe used elseǁheƌe to the saŵe eŶds. 

15. “iŵilaƌlǇ pƌoďleŵatiĐ is PaŶgoŶis͛ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ disŵissal – ͚the ŵoǀie does pƌoǀide soŵe kiĐks foƌ 

sadists and 8-year-olds͛ – aŶd TookeǇ͛s ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ͚oďseƌǀatioŶ͛ that ͚‘aŵďo can safely be recommended 

to people who hate intelligence and love exploding body parts.͛ 

16. IŶdeed, “talloŶe͛s ĐoŵŵeŶts ƌegaƌdiŶg the iŵpaĐt of souŶd oŶ ͚the paƌasǇŵpathetiĐ aŶd the 

sǇŵpathetiĐ Ŷeƌǀous sǇsteŵ[s]͛ iŶ the ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ foƌ the “oŶǇ PiĐtuƌes 2008 DVD release of Rambo 

demonstrates an awareness of the effect violence would have on the audience. 

17. The ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ is pejoƌatiǀelǇ teƌŵed as ͚gƌaftiŶg͛ ;HodgsoŶ, ϮϬϬϴͿ aŶd ͚attaĐhiŶg͛ ;BǇƌŶes, 

2008). 

18. Moƌƌell͛s ĐoŵŵeŶtaƌǇ foƌ the “oŶǇ PiĐtuƌes ϮϬϬϴ DVD ƌelease of Fiƌst Blood. 

19. On the role of wisecracking and perceptions of violence in the action film, see King (2000) and 

Ayers (2008, 56). 
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