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20th century definitions of masculinity for white, heterosexual men are often constructed 

around war; moreover, these ideological and behavioral constructions have shifted, as the 

theaters in which these wars were fought also changed. However, these concepts of masculinity 

did not usually account for post-war stressors, especially post-traumatic stress disorder. Indeed, 

combatants’ physical injuries challenged paradigms of the strong, invincible male body, while 

mental injuries undermined conceptions of male emotional strength. Reflective of the changing 

constructions of masculinity, American literature mirrors the evolving representations of 

masculinity, in particular, the characters Nick Adams in Ernest Hemingway’s World War I 

collection In Our Time (1925), Ron Kovic in his Vietnam memoir Born on the Fourth of July 

(1976), and Sergeant Merwin J. Toomey in Neil Simon’s World War II home-front drama Biloxi 

Blues (1984). Each of these texts exemplify white, heterosexual men’s struggles reconstructing 

their manhood after war. All three characters face similar hurdles: a) fulfilling society’s 

expectations of them to be the same men they were before war; and b) reconciling these 

expectations with their internal realizations that they cannot uphold such paradigms. Instead, 

they redefine and reclaim their masculinity in ways not often conventional to their time. 

While a study of masculinity in three popular war narratives may appear obvious and 

unoriginal, I am putting these three texts into conversation with each other in a way that has not 

yet been done. Examining different genres -- short story collection, memoir, and play -- and 

different time periods -- World War I, World War II, and the Vietnam War -- my thesis analyzes 

expressions of masculinity in relation to trauma and cultural tolerance of trauma. In each of these 

three texts, there are discussions of masculine identity; however, scholarship does not address the 

challenges of PTSD, nor does it connect trauma and masculinity. As psychologists Devon E. 



Opalinski 3 

Hinton and Byron J. Good argue, culture affects accepted expressions of masculinity. The 

recognition of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has contributed to this cultural tolerance of 

trauma throughout the twentieth century. As psychological trauma has become better understood 

as a medical condition, American culture has become more sympathetic to veterans, and thus an 

understanding of how masculinity has been affected by 20th century culture will give insight to 

understandings of masculinity and PTSD today. 

I began researching this topic after feminist theory sparked my interest in expressions of 

gender in relation to cultural gender expectations. Twentieth century feminist writing necessarily 

focused on women’s oppression and liberation. Current feminist theory has gone further, 

examining the effects of oppressive patriarchy on men as well. For example, Adrienne Rich 

argues that systemic compulsory heterosexuality is detrimental to women because it creates 

unrealistic expectations for their relationships with other women, as well as men. Intersectional 

feminism in particular focuses on expanding the boundaries of feminist theory to include others. 

Contemporary feminist scholar Judith Butler, in her book Gender Trouble argues that,  

Although much of [feminist] work is extremely significant and clearly influential, it has 
come to occupy a hegemonic position within the emerging canon of feminist theory. 
Further, it tends to reinforce precisely the binary, heterosexist framework that carves up 
genders into masculine and feminine (66).  
 

Inspired by intersectional feminists like Rich and Butler, I focus my research on portrayals of 

masculine identity and critiques of expansions of this predetermined identity as a result of 

trauma.  

Developments in masculinist and psychological studies have offered insight to analyzing 

these texts to understand the loss of masculine identity because of trauma, as well as the process 

of reclaiming masculinity while reconciling with trauma. Scholarship by trauma theorist Cathy 
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Caruth explores how trauma and memory affect how history is established and remembered, both 

on the individual and cultural level. 

The first place where I found a relationship between trauma and masculinity is the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), which provides recent 

definitions of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and a list of symptoms. PTSD is defined by 

the DSM-5 as a mental illness resulting from “exposure to actual or threatened death, serious 

injury, or sexual violence” (DSM-5 271). There are several situations in which this exposure 

takes place: direct experience of traumatic events; witnessing, in person, the events as they 

occurred to others; learning about traumatic events that have happened to someone of close 

relation, such as a family member or close friend; or experiencing repeated or extreme exposure 

to aversive details of the traumatic events (Kupfer 271).. Because experiences of war include all 

of these scenarios, the DSM-5 also states that there are increased rates of PTSD among veterans 

(276).  

Symptoms of PTSD vary. Several individuals suffer flashbacks to traumatic moments. 

These flashbacks can be triggered by the senses, emotions, or behaviors. Often, “the individual 

commonly makes deliberate efforts to avoid thoughts, memories, feelings, or talking about the 

traumatic event” (DSM-5 275). Interest or participation in activities may diminish, as well as a 

feeling of detachment or estrangement and the inability to feel positive emotions (DSM-5 271). 

All of these symptoms may exhibit themselves in dissociative identity disorders, such as 

depersonalization or derealization (DSM-5 271). Depersonalization is when the individual 

experiences unreality, detachment, or becomes an outside observer to his or her own thoughts, 

feelings, sensations, body, or actions (DSM-5 272). Many individuals with PTSD will experience 
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mild forms of depersonalization; individuals who experience this dissociation feel a sense of 

powerlessness in stopping their own actions, as they experience them as an outside observer, and 

thus feel a loss of self (DSM-5 272).. Ron Kovic’s style expresses this symptom of PTSD in his 

shifting points-of-view, using a third person perspective to detach himself from traumatic 

memories, becoming an outside observer to his own actions. Derealization is the experience of 

unreality or detachment with respect to surroundings (DSM-5 272). Different from 

depersonalization, this sense of estrangement is in relation only to settings, and the individual 

experiences the world in a dreamlike and distant state (DSM-5 272). 

While PTSD is a recognized medical disorder in the DSM-5, there is still controversy 

about whether PTSD is a psychiatric condition or not (Hinton 156). Much of the debate comes 

from the duty that society has in incorporating those suffering from mental illness into the 

community. Hinton and Good argue,  

For the individual soldier, there is great pride in self-reliance, and a fear of loss of control 
or autonomy if diagnosed with a neurological or psychiatric condition. There is an 
avoidance of seeking help because treatment is for those who are weak or ‘crazy.’ There 
is real concern that family members or health professionals will not understand or believe 
the accounts of traumatic events and will not appreciate the shame that the soldier 
experiences. Additionally, there is the fear of rejection from family, society, and the 
military, with implications not only for a favorable individual and social identity, but for 
career retention and advancement. (167) 
 

Throughout the 20th century, society has been challenged to understand and sympathize with 

those who suffer from PTSD. There is a predetermined expectation for expressions of 

masculinity, one that many veterans struggle to meet. Veterans feel a loss of identity as a result 

of their trauma, and this loss is emphasized by the lack of understanding both of their traumatic 

experiences and the long-term effects that trauma has on the individual. Veterans are then 

expected to reclaim their own identity as well as meet societal expectations of how to convey 
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their masculinity. As acceptance of PTSD has taken place, culture is still challenged to recognize 

and adapt to expressions of trauma. Hemingway, Kovic, and Simon recognize the challenges 

veterans face in order to readapt to civilian life with a loss of identity and reflect the impact 

culture has on healing and reconciling masculinity within the soldiers.  

The definitions provided by the DSM-5 for PTSD inform my thesis by supporting the 

behaviors and narrative styles expressed in my primary texts. Characters in In Our Time, Born on 

the Fourth of July, and Biloxi Blues exhibit behaviors that coincide with traumatic psychological 

injuries, such as flashbacks, depersonalization, and detachment. However, I also recognize that 

each text uniquely incorporates symptoms of PTSD into their writing style as well. Hemingway’s 

intentional limiting of dialogue between characters exhibits those characters’ efforts to avoid 

discussing traumatic events; Kovic’s shifting points-of-view throughout the narrative reflect 

dissociative identity disorders that often accompany psychological trauma; and Simon’s Sergeant 

Toomey is unable to feel positive emotions. The behaviors and styles of the texts exemplify the 

loss of masculine identity that, because of definitions provided by the DSM-5, are explicitly a 

result of PTSD and trauma.  

Scholarship on Ernest Hemingway’s In Our Time focuses on his writing style, 

particularly on how the narrative is structured. Hemingway scholar Robert Lamb discusses the 

importance of focalization in In Our Time. Focalization, or the character to whom attention is 

focused upon, shifts throughout each short story, providing several points-of-view within a small 

space. Lamb argues that Hemingway is able to do this gracefully through limited perception. 

Characters are intentional with what dialogue is explicitly stated and often heavy conversation 

subjects are never openly discussed. This deliberate writing style emphasizes the mental control 
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that the characters strive to master, as Hemingway scholar Mark Cirino defends. However, the 

scholarship on mental control in Hemingway does not address the importance of this kind of 

censorship. Hemingway’s style is often reflective of PTSD symptoms, such as depersonalization 

in focalization and deliberate efforts to control thoughts and feelings in limited perception. Using 

this scholarship on style and psychology in Hemingway’s writing, I strengthen the argument that 

mental control is needed in order to cope with PTSD and trauma.  

Hemingway scholarship also focuses on the dichotomy between fishing and bullfighting, 

often comparing the two in terms of masculine identity. Indeed, most scholarship analyzing the 

uses of fishing and bullfighting in In Our Time pit the two activities against each other, never 

examining the two expressions of masculinity together. I argue that fishing and bullfighting, 

rather than contradicting each other, in fact work together in a reconciling relationship to show 

the limitless boundaries of mental control that PTSD victims must learn to master in order to 

cope with their trauma. This lack of barrier emphasizes Nick Adams’ newly defined masculinity 

that escapes the confines of post-war culture.  

While scholarship about Hemingway and In Our Time is abundant, there is scant 

scholarship on Ron Kovic’s memoir Born on the Fourth of July. Resources that do discuss Kovic 

focus on his internal and external struggles with his sexuality and military identity. Kovic’s 

physical injuries result in paralysis and Kovic loses his ability to express his sexuality due to the 

loss of function in his male anatomy. Scholarship also creates a bridge between Kovic’s physical 

masculinity and the alienation that he feels after the war. Scholars such as Fran Shor argue that 

Kovic experiences this alienation from the betrayal of his broken body and the American 

government/culture. Several studies, including one performed by psychologist Robert Lifton, 
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indicate that Kovic’s alienation is universal and that several Vietnam soldiers after the war felt 

the same sense of betrayal.  

While there is little scholarship that focuses solely on Born on the Fourth of July, I 

incorporate what has been discussed in Fran Shor’s work with disabilities studies. Disability 

theorist Lennard J. Davis’s argument that disability becomes a visual and psychological 

disruption of what was considered to be “normal” (129) reinforces Shor’s analysis of Kovic’s 

challenges with his physical injuries as well as his psychological wounds. Looking at recent 

psychoanalysis scholarship, I also contribute to Shor’s reading of Kovic by including how 

culture affects Kovic’s self-image, as well as his traumatic experiences.  

 Similar to Kovic, there is almost no scholarship on Biloxi Blues; rather, research focuses 

on the other two plays in the Eugene Trilogy. The few articles and books that address Biloxi 

Blues concentrate on the character of Eugene Esptien and only discuss Sergeant Toomey when 

giving a character description. However, the lack of scholarship on Sergeant Toomey provides 

me with the opportunity to provide my own interpretation of the character by pairing Biloxi 

Blues with Hemingway, Kovic, and recent trauma and psychology scholarship to discuss 

Toomey’s own challenge with masculine identity and PTSD.  

For each of the three texts, In Our Time, Born on the Fourth of July, and Biloxi Blues, I 

am advancing the conversation scholarship has already begun. I explicitly incorporate recent 

psychology and trauma studies with the primary texts in order to provide context for the 

characters masculine identity. Each of these texts exemplify the challenges the characters face in 

reconstructing manhood as well as reconciling trauma with their identity after war, often 

redefining masculinity in unconventional ways. 
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Ernest Hemingway’s short story collection In Our Time (1925) details the internal 

struggle of Nick Adams’ ability to define his own masculine self-image after World War I. Often 

read as autobiographical, In Our Time encapsulates the challenges that trauma can bring to 

self-identification. The short stories narrate the events of Nick’s homecoming after the war. 

There are several Nick Adams narratives in the collection; for this paper, I will be focusing on 

the short stories “The End of Something,” “Soldier’s Home,” and “Big Two-Hearted River (Parts 

I and II).” Separating each short narratives are the brief matador and war narrative inter-chapters, 

which establish an understanding for war itself. The narrators of these sketches wrestle with the 

perspectives of war as Nick experiences them: a horrible traumatic violence and a beautiful 

art-filled violent dance. Describing the chaos, fear, and lack of identity Nick experiences through 

the violence, the war chapters address war straightforwardly, while the matador chapters bring 

into perspective a more healing and conscious understanding of the violence that Nick 

experiences. These vignettes combined with the Nick Adams short stories exemplify the 

misunderstandings and stigmas of trauma and psychological injury among both civilians and 

veterans during the time period after World War I.  

Nick Adams’ behavior after the war is dictated by post-traumatic stress disorder, or 

PTSD. PTSD was not considered to be a medical disorder during and after World War I (WWI). 

Rather, soldiers who returned home after the war were expected to behave as if they had no 

psychological trauma. What psychologists now consider the behaviors and symptoms of PTSD 

were coined “shell-shock” during and after WWI. In fact, according to psychologists Devon E. 

Hinton and Bryon J. Good, “[t]he general ‘shell shock’ term could be understood as a mix of 

different disorders ranging from a psychological reaction to war (a PTSD-like syndrome), a 
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physiological response to prolonged fear (a mix of anxiety and PTSD symptoms), and cases of 

actual concussion” (161). Rather than addressing the trauma as an emotional struggle, society 

immediately after WWI viewed PTSD symptoms as emotional sacrifices that were masculine 

when the emotional and psychological were taken away (Jarvis 100). In avoiding the emotional 

component of trauma, society expected soldiers to be able to cope with their trauma without 

outward expressions of psychological injury, and “only men who broke down in socioculturally 

acceptable ways could be labeled as honorably wounded” (Hinton 161). Hemingway scholar 

Robert Lamb analyzes Hemingway’s understanding of the socially accepted symptoms of PTSD 

during World War I, arguing that his writing style in In Our Time reflects these expectations and 

the reality of those soldiers who returned home after the war. 

In Our Time is written in a distinct style meant to manifest the universal cognitive state of 

soldiers with post-war trauma through the character of Nick Adams. A collection of short stories 

and interchapters, In Our Time uses its narrative structure to demonstrate the effects of trauma on 

masculine identity. The short stories and chapters are written as if the moments are being 

presently experienced, rather than if they have been processed and contemplated (Lamb 116). 

This allows the reader to live the life of the character him- or herself as he or she is living it, 

allowing for a deeper connection with the characters and plot. The short story provides the 

perfect medium in which to write in this style, providing the space to confront the complexity of 

masculinity and identity after WWI. Lacking the range to provide lengthy explanations, the short 

story provides few but intentional details that allow the reader to use his or her imagination to 

infer what is happening. Instead of explicitly describing plot and characters, the lack of detail 

forces readers to engage with the text itself and work alongside the characters to develop the 
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plot. Lamb offers an example from the short story “The End of Something” the first story in the 

collection that refers to Nick Adams’ post-war PTSD:  

Marjorie stepped out of the boat and Nick pulled the boat high up the beach.  
“What’s the matter, Nick?” Marjorie asked.  
“I don’t know,” Nick said, getting wood for a fire.  
They made a fire with driftwood. Marjorie went to the boat and brought a blanket.  
(Hemingway 33) 

Lamb argues that “in a few words we go from the boat to sitting before the fire” (46). While 

every single action of the characters is not explicitly stated, the reader engages with the text by 

using their imagination to “see” the omitted activities. Lamb’s claim supports my argument, 

explaining how the reader is meant to create parts of the narrative along with the text and how 

this imaginative role focuses the reader into the experiences of Nick Adams, as well as the 

internal struggle he faces with his masculine identity.  

Hemingway encourages this imaginative participation through perception. Hemingway’s 

style “purposefully limits himself to depicting perception, allowing the readers to infer 

sensation” (Lamb 51). In other words, Hemingway writes in a way that forces the reader to infer 

how other characters react or think.. For example, although Hemingway has full access to Nick 

Adams’s thoughts, he keeps them hidden from the reader, often in order “to keep the narrator 

completely effaced and the reader fully immersed in the scene” (Lamb 98). By omitting Nick’s 

thoughts, Hemingway encourages readers to participate in Nick’s narrative. Because a short story 

does not have the space to provide details in the way a longer text would, Hemingway avoids 

explaining a character’s “state of mind” (Lamb 207). Therefore, characters are developed 

through their reactions, such as facial expressions, clothing, or gestures.  
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As a strategy to limit perception, Hemingway uses dialogue throughout In Our Time as a 

“hovering subject” (Lamb 173). According to Lamb, a hovering subject is when dialogue 

discusses a topic or subject matter without naming it directly or explicitly. Rather, Hemingway 

wants the emphasis to be on how characters express themselves rather than on what they say, 

writing long passages to show how characters can discuss a topic while not actually mentioning 

it. For example, in the short story “The End of Something,” Marjorie and Nick discuss the end of 

their relationship; however, instead of explicitly discussing it, they discuss instead how Nick has 

taught Marjorie the cycles of the moon and how she no longer needs his expertise to know what 

stage the moon will be in. The reader can feel the tension in the conversation building, not 

because Nick and Marjorie are discussing moon phases, but because of how frustrated they are 

speaking to one another.  

The first short story after Nick Adams returns from World War I is “The End of 

Something.” Nick and his girlfriend, Marjorie, are taking an evening boat ride down the river, 

fishing and picnicking, when Nick finds that he can no longer emotionally connect to Marjorie 

and ends their relationship. It is unclear how soon after the war the narrative is taking place, but 

it is recent enough for Nick to feel the effects and challenges of adjusting to civilian life. 

Throughout the short story, Nick struggles with defining his masculinity, especially in relation to 

Marjorie and his inability to engage in a vulnerable, intimate relationship with her.  

Hemingway completely employs his characterization and dialogue techniques to reflect 

Nick’s psychological and emotional state. Focalization shifts throughout the text from Marjorie 

to Nick to Bill. Lamb argues that these manual shifts in the reader’s attention are signified by the 

feelings that the characters provide rather than explicitly stating what each character thinks. The 
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reader is first directed to focus on Marjorie as Nick rows down the river. She applies nostalgia 

and memories to her conversation with Nick as they row past familiar structures. She says things 

such as, “There’s our old ruin Nick” (Hemingway 32). She is happy in the moment with Nick, 

soaking in their day on the river, thinking “She loved to fish. She loved to fish with Nick” 

(Hemingway 32). The reader understands through the focus on her personal experience of the 

situation that Marjorie is living in the moment, not giving anything else her attention but Nick 

and fishing. 

The focalization shifts to Nick whenever the tone of the dialogue shifts to one of lost 

feelings and hopelessness. Conversation between Marjorie and Nick becomes forced, focusing 

on the moon patterns (a metaphor for their ending relationship). Nick becomes more and more 

detached from the conversation, saying “I’ve taught you everything” and “You know everything. 

That’s the trouble” (Hemingway 34). Nick’s final cry of helplessness is when he declares, “I feel 

as though everything was gone to hell inside of me. I don’t know Marge. I don’t know what to 

say” (Hemingway 34). As Marjorie leaves, Nick continues to sit on the shore for “a long time,” 

struggling to process what it means that his relationship with Marjorie is over (Hemingway 35). 

While he does end the relationship as he wanted, he is challenged by the emotional and 

psychological shift that comes with this change. Marjorie is unaware that Nick is struggling with 

the emotional and psychological burdens of PTSD. She believes it is an innocent conversation, 

“happily” responding to Nick when he mentions the moon on the shore (Hemingway 34). She 

only realizes that Nick is having a deeper conversation when he confronts her, admitting that he 

doesn’t know why he feels unattached to her and that “It isn’t fun anymore” (Hemingway 34). 

Even in that moment, Marjorie does not understand that Nick is struggling with his relationship 
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with women,, and needs space to be able to reestablish his masculinity. The terminated 

relationship accentuates Nick’s struggle with masculine identity, as the media at the time 

emphasized the importance of the family structure. Expressions of psychological wounds were 

painted as something that would be detrimental to family relationships (Jarvis 102) . Nick 

supports this claim, becoming overwhelmed with his trauma and Marjorie, and ends the 

relationship before it can continue.  

This internal struggle can also be seen through the focalization of Bill, Nick’s childhood 

friend who appears after Marjorie has left. He gives a clear indication of what is expected of 

Nick’s emotional state both in dealing with the war and with the end of his relationship: rather 

than asking how Nick is doing or why his friend is sitting alone on the beach, Bill “selected a 

sandwich from the lunch basket and walked over to have a look at the rods” (Hemingway 35). 

His focalization is devoid of all emotions, displaying the reality that people in Nick’s life do not 

understand what his traumatic experiences have been or who he has become as a result of his 

experiences. The narrative ends with Nick reacting helplessly to Bill, saying “Oh, go away Bill! 

Go away for a while” (Hemingway 35). Nick’s inability to successfully interact with Bill or 

Marjorie demonstrates symptoms of PTSD: he is emotionally withdrawn and he is in a 

“persistent negative emotional state” (DSM-5 272). Nick’s interactions with Bill express how 

desperate Nick is to reclaim his masculine identity in a way that is still true to who he is, but also 

is accepted by the society that he returns home to.  

In the same way that Nick struggles with his masculine identity and relationships with 

others, Krebs in the short story “Soldier’s Home” also discovers that coming home after World 

War I creates internal and external conflicts, as well as a loss of identity. Nick does not appear in 
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this short story, but Krebs still demonstrates the same search for masculinity and identity that 

Nick attempts to find. This connection between Nick and Krebs highlights the common battle 

veterans had to face after World War I. Both men have “persistent and exaggerated negative 

beliefs about oneself, others, or the world” and have “feelings of detachment and estrangement 

from others” (DSM-5 272). Both men are also exposed to civilians who do not understand their 

trauma, as the culture post-WWI did not know how to address psychological injuries, and they 

struggle with a loss of identity. When Krebs returns home from the war, he returns “much too 

late” (Hemingway 69). His childhood community has already heard war stories from other 

soldiers, and by the time Krebs returns, people are no longer interested in his experiences. 

Because of this, Krebs is unable to express himself or process his trauma with those around him 

who have not experienced the war. He begins to lie about his experiences, just to make sure that 

his traumas are heard in some way. But he finds that in lying, he begins to hate both himself and 

his trauma: “[After] he had done this twice he, too, had a reaction against the war and against 

talking about it. A distaste for everything had happened to him in the war set in because of the 

lies he had told” (Hemingway 69). Krebs finds himself in a place where he is trapped in his 

psychological trauma, unable to escape the war and simultaneously forced into a living condition 

where he is expected to act as if it never happened.  

The only times Krebs feels a semblance of identity within himself is when he is 

interacting with soldiers who have had similar experiences to him, where he can fall “into the 

easy pose of the old soldier among the other soldiers” (Hemingway 70). The other soldiers 

understand the challenge of Krebs’ attempts to redefine himself and his masculinity because they 

too “had been badly, sickeningly frightened all the time. In this way he had lost everything” 
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(Hemingway 70). This search for identity is partially displayed in Krebs’ reading list. After 

returning home, he studies war literature and history because it is a familiar subject. He 

recognizes himself in the books, believing “He had been a good soldier. That made a difference” 

(Hemingway 72). His identity during the war revolved around his ability to be a good soldier and 

he still thinks of himself as such. He studies the books because it is what a good soldier does, and 

therefore it engulfs his identity.  

Krebs’ relationship with women also establishes his lost masculine identity. When he 

returns from the war, he immediately begins to look for patterns that will create a sense of 

normal civilian life, such as a romantic relationship. However, Krebs finds that while a 

relationship is desirable, he does not want to put in the work to be a part of a complex 

relationship. While “He liked to look at them from the front porch as they walked on the other 

side of the street… he did not want them themselves really” (Hemingway 71). While Krebs likes 

the way the women around him look and enjoys the potential for a relationship with them, he 

does not actually want to be in a relationship. He feels that it is too complicated to open himself 

up to someone else when he is challenged to open up to himself. All he knows is  “You did not 

need a girl unless you thought about them. He learned that in the army. Then sooner or later you 

always got one” (Hemingway 72). Krebs learns that his masculinity is defined by his military 

experience, and that will be enough for a relationship. While serving, he did not need a woman to 

be able to define himself as a man. However, he discovers when he returns home his military 

masculinity is not enough; he needs to be more vulnerable and open with the women that he 

meets. However, he is not sure how to be vulnerable and he “did not want to tell anymore lies. 

He did not want consequences” (Hemingway 71). Krebs main concern about being in a 
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relationship is his sense of loss of masculinity and identity, and his fear that he will have to lie 

about who he is and what he has encountered in war.  

Krebs’ difficulties with romantic relationships bleed into his relationship with his mother. 

His mother acts as a barrier between Krebs and his father. His father does not understand why he 

has not recovered from the war and found a job yet. Both his mother and his father expect him to 

fall back into civilian life immediately after the war as if his traumatic experiences had never 

happened. His mother “asked him to tell her about the war, but her attention always wandered. 

His father was noncommittal” (Hemingway 70). They expect him to begin working towards a 

career, ignoring his military experience. Krebs does not know how to move forward without 

losing his masculine identity more than he already has. Experiencing depersonalization, he finds 

diminished interest in life (DSM-5 272).  He begins to feel resentment towards his family for not 

understanding. His mother, realizing that their relationship will need healing and time, attempts 

to express empathy for him, trying to meet Krebs where he is while still motivating him to begin 

establishing himself in the community. She doesn't know how to  interact with Krebs, but makes 

an effort to do kind things for him, like convincing his father to allow him to borrow the car. But 

Krebs looks upon her kindness with suspicion, suggesting, “I’ll bet you made him” (Hemingway 

73). He reacts with hostility towards her later when she again pushes too far into defining his 

manhood and identity. She forces him to pray with her, pressuring him to begin to think about 

his future before he is even aware of who he is in the present. She asks him, “Don’t you love 

your mother, dear boy?” to which Krebs responds, “No… I don’t love anybody” (Hemingway 

76). Realizing that he has hurt his mother, he redirects his comment, saying “I didn’t mean it, I 

was just angry at something. I didn’t mean I didn’t love you” (Hemingway 76). Just as he wants 
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to avoid a complicated relationship with women, he is forced into one with his mother, lying 

about his identity and psychological trauma in order to appease her and having to navigate 

awkward conversations around his ability to support himself and potentially someone else. 

Krebs’ narrative exemplifies how difficult it was for soldier’s to come home after the war 

with “shell shock” and how challenging the adjustment from war to home could be. He reflects 

the need for companionship with his longing for women, but also the internal struggle of identity 

when he refuses to open himself up to anyone to understand his thoughts and feelings. He 

suffered a loss of identity as an individual and as a man. He expresses himself as an 

“autonomous male,” or someone who has the ability to govern himself (Strychacz 253). Krebs 

focuses his thoughts and emotions in a very controlled way, providing them more as fact than as 

emotions. Literary scholar Thomas Strychaz argues that this focus is a reflection of masculinity; 

because Krebs is able to control himself in his thoughts, he has begun healing his masculine 

identity. He recognizes his fault in his relationship with his mother, and puts in the effort to 

reconstruct it when he apologizes, even if he does not feel remorse. He also begins to dictate his 

own future, even if it contradicts his parents’ plans for him when he thinks, “He would not go 

down to his father’s office. He would miss that one. He wanted his life to go smoothly” 

(Hemingway 77). Nick Adams portrays this same kind of autonomous man. Though both men 

were struggling to put in the correct effort to transition the way he was expected to (Krebs in 

“Soldier’s Home” and Nick in “The End of Something”), both men also direct their thoughts and 

actions in intentional ways, just as men are expected to do in providing for themselves and for 

their families.  
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Interrupting the short stories are the matador and war interchapters, providing explicit 

details of the chaos and interactions with death that Nick and Krebs faced during the war. While 

the reader lives through the post-war experiences with the characters, the vignettes present 

critical memories of war, violence, and death that contribute to Nick and Kreb’s PTSD. These 

chapters are short, only a page in length, and strategically placed throughout the novel to give a 

better idea of the experiences of war. The war chapters focus on direct and explicit memories of 

war. The soldiers are in battle fields or on patrol, always hyper-aware and weary of the violence 

around them. In contrast, the matador chapters highlight the gross beauty of violence and grace 

in death through the rituals and performances of bullfighting. The contradictions between the 

matador chapters and the war chapters also provide context for Nick’s experiences and how he 

perceives them.  

The first eight interchapters of the collection focus on the chaos and violence that 

accompanies war. The soldiers experience utter destruction of their identities and their lives in 

the violence they are forced to partake in, each responding in uniquely. In chapter III, the 

narrator is forced to kill men as they try to escape over a wall. The narrator remembers how “We 

shot them. They all came just like that” (Hemingway 29). The language expresses the 

dissociation in which the narrator views this memory and the feeling of powerlessness that 

overcomes him in the moment. However, some soldiers react to the war with more violence. In 

chapter VIII, two soldiers are responsible for keeping watch over a street. As they pass by two 

Hungarians, “Boyle shot one off the seat of the wagon and one out of the seat of the wagon box” 

(Hemingway 79). When asked why he would shoot these men unprovoked, Boyle responds that 

they were “Wops. I can tell a wop a mile off” (Hemingway 79). Though no immediate violence 
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is taking place until Boyle opens fire, his instinctual response to the overall brutality of war is to 

contribute to the violence as much as he can.  

Other soldiers respond to war with less violent intensity, turning instead to the violence 

of despair and fear. They dissociate from their memories, becoming “depersonalized observers of 

their own speech and actions, which they may feel powerless to stop” (DSM-5 293). Many 

soldiers lose their sense of manhood because they feel that they behave cowardly, unable to 

engage and confront the war head-on. One soldier in chapter VII panics while in the middle of 

battle, hiding in the trench and praying fervently: “Dear jesus please get me out. Christ please 

please please christ. If you’ll only keep me from getting killed I’ll do anything you say. I believe 

in you and I’ll tell everyone in the world that you are the only one that matters” (Hemingway 

67). In his loss of identity and masculinity, the soldier relies on a greater being to get him 

through the trauma. However, the chapter ends with the soldier surviving, but not evangelizing 

as he promised he would. The emphasis on the universal loss of identity that soldiers face in the 

event of violence can be seen through this soldier’s psychological and emotional state. The 

soldier does whatever he can do to survive, but in the end remains as unsure of who he is after 

the battle as he is during.  

Scholar Cathy Caruth’s important work on trauma helps illuminate Hemingway’s 

portrayal of war experiences in these chapters. These narratives are the soldiers’ recreations of 

memories. As Caruth argues, “perhaps the most striking feature of traumatic recollection is the 

fact that it is not a simple memory” (Trauma 151). These chapters and memories carry 

complexities of war that bring into question the reliability of the narrators. Caruth argues that the 

unreliability of narrators gives them the authority to speak on their experiences, claiming that  
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“the attempt to gain access to traumatic history, then, is also the project of listening beyond the 

pathology of individual suffering, to the reality of a history that in its crises can only be 

perceived in unassimilable forms” (Trauma 156). While the memory may not be accurate, the 

honesty of the memory is; the emotions behind the memory create the memory for the individual, 

regardless of how factual the recollection is. Nick is the protagonist in only one of the war 

chapters, chapter VI. Although Nick is not present in all war chapters, the reader understands that 

the emotions behind these chapters and the loss of identity are universal. Nick also experiences 

confusion in understanding his existence in the presence of war, just as the soldiers in the war 

chapters struggle with their own identities and morals. 

The narration in the war chapters emphasizes this understanding of identity. In war 

chapters I, III, and IV, the narration is presented in first person plural. Robert Lamb argues that 

using the pronoun “we” for the narration omits an objective narrator and creates a subjectivity 

that makes the experiences of the chapter universal (103). For example, in chapter III, the 

narrator explains how “we were in a garden at Mons” and are responsible for shooting German 

soldiers as they climb over the wall to enemy territory (Hemingway 29). Lamb argues that in the 

chapters with third-person point-of-view, the story is about “someone ‘finding religion in the 

trenches’ and then forgetting about it once the danger passed” (103). Instead, the inclusive “we” 

that first-person perspective uses creates an emotional connection to the situation that allows the 

reader to understand that this experience is universal. While the literal situation may not happen 

to everyone, the emotions, trauma, and fear are experienced by all soldiers. Caruth supports this 

understanding in her argument that it is the honesty of the memories for the soldiers and not the 
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actual truth of the memories that bring healing to the narrators. While their memories are not 

universal, the feelings behind them are experienced by all who have been exposed to war.  

Not all of the war chapters focus on this subjectivity and universality. Chapters V and 

VIII use the third person plural in their narration, featuring the pronoun “they.” The third person 

detaches the narrator and reader from the situation described. This detachment is reflective of 

depersonalization, or “experiences of unreality, detachment, or being an outside observer with 

respect to one’s thoughts, feelings, sensations, body, or actions,” and takes away from 

masculinity because the narrators are unable to define their own identity or actions (DSM-5 302). 

The narrators who relive their war memories in the third person point-of-view feel a detachment 

from their identities. In the face of violence, their masculinity is ripped away. For example, in 

chapter V, a detached narrator details how the soldiers shoot cabinet ministers “against the wall 

of a hospital” (Hemingway 51). The narrator excludes himself from the narration, insinuating his 

lack of involvement. However, his knowledge of the events indicates that the narrator is present 

as a participator. He provides explicit details of the setting:  

There were pools of water in the courtyard. It rained hard. All of the shutters of the 
hospital were nailed shut. One of the ministers was sick with typhoid. Two soldiers 
carried him downstairs and out into the rain. They tried to hold him up against the wall 
but he sat down in a puddle of water (Hemingway 51). 

 
The deliberate depersonalization within the narration shows how the narrator doesn’t want to 

remember the memories of war that he was involved in. Instead, the narrator processes these 

memories as a bystander, allowing for a more forgiving sense of involvement. These chapters are 

also important for the understanding of Nick’s war experiences because they highlight and 

emphasize the effects of war and trauma. 
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The war chapters are in between the short stories that describe Nick’s experiences 

immediately after he returns home from war: “End of Something” and “Soldier’s Home.” The 

interchapters between these short stories reflect Nick’s potential traumatic neurosis as he learns 

to balance civilian life with his own trauma. According to psychologist Sigmund Freud, 

traumatic neurosis is when “patients give the impression that they are fixed to a particular point 

in their past, that they do not know how to release themselves from it, and are consequently 

alienated from both present and future” (284). While Nick is the present in the short stories, the 

interchapters indicate that Nick is incapable of being fully present because he is reliving his war 

past in those memories that define his loss of masculine identity in the future. The narrators are 

never named, but as Caruth supports, the honesty of their memories signify that Nick had similar 

experiences during his time in war. However, Nick’s lack of presence in the inter-chapters show 

his detachment and and dissociation with these war narratives.  

The war chapters paint realistic pictures of the terror and violence that accompany war, 

describing the traumatic experiences of the narrators that contribute to their PTSD. On the other 

hand, the matador chapters bring a sense of peace to the violence of war through the art of 

bullfighting. The bullfights described in the interchapters are beautiful, violent, and ritualistic. 

These sketches follow the young matador Maera as he prepares for the bullfight and dies in battle 

against the bull. In the collection, the six bullfighting chapters are placed after the war chapters, 

leading up to “Big Two-Hearted River,” a short story that emphasizes Nick’s healing and 

understanding of his own masculine identity through his intentional fishing methods.  

The matador vignettes are metaphors for masculinity and war, different from the war 

chapters. The war chapters were detailed, explicit memories that destroy the narrators’ 
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understandings of themselves, while the matador inter-chapters bring a new perspective to the art 

of death and violence that stimulates masculine identity. The actual bullfight itself is arguably a 

sexual metaphor, where “the bullfighter is to the bull as man is to woman” (Mitchell 398). 

However, while there is an understanding that bullfighting can be considered  a sexual 

dominance metaphor, it is less about sex and more about reestablishing the social heirarchies of 

the world. In other words, bullfighting is not about sexual masculinity as much as it is cultural 

masculinity, where men are the heads of society, just as the matador is dominant over the bull 

(Mitchell 400). To establish the social hierarchies of bullfighting, an emphasis is placed on grace 

under pressure; method, skill, concentration, and dedication all contribute to a matador’s success. 

Spanish historian Timothy J. Mitchell explains that this hierarchy is established by finding “that 

‘macho’ qualities like raw courage and willingness to take risks took a definite backseat to 

another quality, coneixement (roughly, know-how), which stipulates that risks taken must be 

calculated ones and resolve with skill and agility.” (405). This kind of response to violence is 

evident in chapter XII when the Villalta is fighting the bull: “... and the bull charged and the 

Villalta charged and just for one moment they became one. Villalta became one with the bull and 

then it was over. Villalta standing straight and the red hilt of the sword sticking out dully 

between the bull’s shoulders” (Hemingway 105). The Villalta does not react in a chaotic violent 

way, but rather meets the bull in a graceful manner, understanding that both he and the bull are in 

the fight together. The beauty of the matador chapters express the acceptance of death, 

something that many soldiers and veterans are unable to do in the moments of war. However, the 

matadors are always aware of the possibility of death, and their masculinity and courage comes 

from embracing their death before the bull.  
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While the bull’s horns provide pressure for the matador to succeed, the audience also 

plays a part in the ritual of bullfighting. As Mitchell argues, “No spectator who understands the 

nature of the craft will blame a matador for being unnerved by certain bulls - the unpredictable 

ones which throw their heads around or turn sharply or ‘learn’ too quickly during the course of 

the fight” (Mitchell 406). The audience understands the challenge that the matador takes on in 

fighting the bull; however, it does not stop the crowd from participating in the outcome of the 

bullfight. In chapter XI, the audience plays an important role in the matador’s win: “The crowd 

shouted all the time and threw pieces of bread down into the ring, then cushions and leather wine 

bottles, keeping up whistling and yelling” (Hemingway 95). The crowd provides distractions for 

both the matador and the bull, creating a challenge to remain calm under the intense pressure of 

the viewers and noise. In a similar way, Nick also is forced to respond to an audience when he 

returns home from war. His family and friends are watching his recovery and search for 

masculine identity, creating a pressure that he must focus on in order to find himself. 

Psychologists Devon E. Hinton and Byron J. Good argue that this pressure is a universal truth for 

soldiers who return home from war: “Psychology of trauma is not static, and culture has an 

impact on the expression of distressing memories. Most important… [PTSD] will affect the 

self-concept of the injured person and how others view and treat the person’s suffering and 

disability” (170). Nick’s PTSD is affected by his audience as he returns home from war, just as 

the matador’s success is dependent on the crowd’s support.  

The matador chapters are also a metaphor for war. For the matador to be considered 

successful, he must conquer the fear of death. Every move that the matador makes is significant: 

“A true matador needs to be not just skillful, but above all courageous. Before confronting the 
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bull, he must have overcome one of the greatest fears: the fear of death” (Kroupi 116). The 

soldiers in the war chapters do not try to conquer fear, but rather try to dominate it. They attack 

death before it attacks them, as Boyle does before he shoots the Hungarians or when the soldier 

prays to Jesus “if you’ll only keep me from getting killed” (Hemingway 67). The matadors 

however, are more comfortable with death, staring it in the face and greeting it with grace, as 

Maera did when he was gored: “Maera felt everything getting larger and larger and then smaller 

and smaller. Then it got larger and larger and larger and then smaller and smaller. Then 

everything commenced to run faster and faster as when they speed up a cinematograph film. 

Then he was dead” (Hemingway 131). Maera’s death is graceful, emphasizing the collectiveness 

and fearlessness of death required by a matador. Rather than fixating on his imminent death, 

Maera attempts to focus on the external world around him until he dies. The death of the young 

matador is reflective of the deaths of the young soldiers, with the distinction between the two 

groups being how they view and accept death. With the placement of the matador interchapters, 

the reader understands that Nick is conquering his fear of death, and in doing so, is able to 

reclaim his masculine identity. The war chapters describe the chaos and fear Nick experienced in 

war, which led to his loss of masculine identity; however, the bull fighting chapters, placed after 

the war chapters, tell of the peace that Nick begins to find in his own trauma.  

The bullfighting in the vignettes introduce the healing fishing brings to Nick in “Big 

Two-Hearted River: Parts I and II.” Hemingway strategically places these two activities and their 

respective chapters/interchapters in relationship with each other to reflect the masculine identity 

of his characters (Armengol 82). While the war chapters emphasize chaos and fear, the matador 

chapters glorify the grace and beauty of violence in bullfighting and within masculinity. This can 
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be seen in the final matador chapter, where the violence of Maera’s death is not hidden: “He felt 

warm and sticky from the bleeding. Each time he felt the horn coming. Sometimes the bull only 

bumped him with his head. Once the horn went all the way through him and he felt it go into the 

sand” (Hemingway 131). Maera’s death is beautiful and violent, but he remains calm and 

collected under the pressure of death, never relenting his masculinity identity. Fishing provides 

the same sense of calm and collection for Nick. Although he is not in a threatening situation, 

Nick finds his sense of peace through the ritualistic motions of fishing, finding calm in the 

monotonous movements.  

Immediately after the matador interchapter describing Maera’s death comes the short 

story “Big Two-Hearted River: Part I.” Scholarship that addresses “Big Two-Hearted River” 

tends to focus more on “Part II'' of the story, insinuating“Part I” does not openly discuss 

masculinity and Nick’s identity as intentionally as “Part II.” However, this is far from the truth. 

“Part I '' focuses on Nick’s thought processes rather than his actions. It does not develop the plot, 

but rather provides the space for Nick to show his progress in his search for his own masculine 

identity. Hemingway’s sentences in Part I are all about the same length with the same 

grammatical construction --subject + verb-- to provide a visual example of Nick’s thought 

processes. For example, “It was hard work walking up-hill. His muscles ached and the day was 

hot, but Nick felt happy. He felt he had left everything behind, the need for thinking, the need to 

write, other needs. It was all back of him” (Hemingway 134). This intentional structure reflects 

Nick’s thought processes as he travels, acknowledging his surroundings and self in a deliberate 

way. This deliberation in the sentence structure is similar to the deliberation in the rituals of 

bullfighting. Nick’s thought processes are carefully orchestrated, just as a matador carefully 
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orchestrated a bullfight. This connection between the intentionality in both Nick’s thought 

process and the bullfighting chapters emphasizes Nick’s reclamation of his own masculinity.  

Part I’s  narrative opens with Nick Adams disembarking from a train at an abandoned and 

burned town. Nick gazes over the landscape, thinking, “There was no town, nothing but the rails 

and burned-over country… The stone was chipped and split by the fire. It was all that was left of 

the town of Seney. Even the surface had been burned off the ground” (Hemingway 133). Nick is 

going on a fishing trip to a place he is familiar with before the fire that caused the evacuation of 

the town. He intentionally takes this trip solo, distancing himself from “a sinful society of men 

who have... led themselves to war and destruction” to allow himself the space to focus on and 

control his thoughts and feelings (Kroupi 110). Nick plans to use this trip as a process for 

reclaiming who he is, practicing his mental control and finding activities that help reconnect him 

with his own being. As Nick looks out over the familiar but burned town, it is reflective of a 

war-zone. There is not a living thing, but ashes all around. However, with Nick’s attitude 

towards his fishing trip and future, the burned town is also a metaphorical Phoenix. Just as the 

mythological creature is reborn from ashes, the town signifies a new beginning for Nick. It 

foreshadows that Nick will leave his fishing trip a different man than when he came, becoming 

more at ease with his reclaimed masculine identity. 

This short story focuses on Nick’s mental control, defined by Hemingway scholar Mark 

Cirino as “when people suppress a thought, concentrate on a sensation, inhibit an emotion, 

maintain a mood, stir up a desire, squelch a craving, or otherwise exert influence on their own 

mental states” (116). In “Big Two-Hearted River,” Nick asserts mental control by concentrating 

on fishing to escape his painful war memories (Kroupi 109). He uses the steps he takes to leave 
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the stress of his life behind on the train. As he hikes to his fishing grounds, he plans his next day, 

making a conscious effort to walk through the town, through the hills, and along the river. He 

never allows his thoughts to drift, instead basking in nature and his safe place, as evident in his 

deliberate mental control. Even the way he builds his camp shows the intentionality of his 

thoughts and actions: 

Across the open mouth of the tent Nick fixed cheesecloth to keep out mosquitoes. He 
crawled inside under the mosquito bar with various things from the pack to put at the 
head of the bed under the slant of the canvas. Inside the tent the light came through the 
brown canvas. It smelled pleasantly of canvas. Already there was something mysterious 
and homelike. Nick was happy as he crawled inside the tent. He had not been unhappy all 
day. This was different though. Now things were done. There had been this to do. Now it 
was done. It had been a hard trip. He was very tired. That was done. He had made his 
camp. He was settled. Nothing could touch him. It was a good place to camp. He was 
there, in a good place. He was in his home where he had made it. Now he was hungry. 
(Hemingway 139) 
 

Nick develops a thought process that is precise and intentional. He creates a mental to-do list, 

and his thoughts show how he works his way through putting up the mosquito cloth and 

unpacking his bag. He then reflects on his day, describing it as a challenge before he recognizes 

within himself that he made a good decision to go camping and make a camp. He finally begins 

to think about what his next set of actions will be when he decides, “Now he was hungry” 

(Hemingway 139).  He never allows his thoughts to deviate from his tasks and uses his activities 

to keep his trauma from overcoming his trip.  

The simple thought process that comes from Nick’s mental control exemplifies his 

intentional actions to heal from his trauma. He does not allow his thoughts to wander, instead 

repressing his traumatic experiences with the intentionality of his self-affirmation and decision 

making. Psychologist Eric Fromm says that “there are many reasons why a person may repress 

certain strivings, often throughout his life. He might be afraid of being punished, of not being 
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loved, or of being humiliated if his repressed impulses were known to others (or to himself)” 

(“Aggression and Resistance” 205). Nick is humiliated in front of Marjorie and Bill in “The End 

of Something” as he attempts to find his masculine identity in his relationship with others, 

especially women. He avoids further humiliation from others by intentionally distancing himself 

while on his fishing trip. Nick is also afraid of punishing himself if he relives his war memories. 

To avoid this, he takes deliberate steps to move past his own thoughts in order to accept his own 

sense of manhood in relation to his trauma. He uses this time to define his own masculine 

identity by avoiding the thoughts and emotions that had previously caused him to feel a sense of 

emasculation. He intentionally focuses on things he can control, such as how he sets up camp 

and plans the rest of the fishing trip, reclaiming his own self-worth in his actions and mental 

control. He does not allow uncertainty or chaos to enter into his mind, the way that it did during 

war. Rather, he establishes boundaries that allows Nick to control himself and his surroundings. 

“Big Two-Hearted River: Part II” continues Nick’s simple thought process to block out 

painful memories and his search to find a sense of normalcy and simplicity in fishing. As he 

prepares for his day of fishing, Nick maintains his mental to-do list, finding “great pride in 

self-reliance” (Hinton 167). He is meticulous about picking out the grasshoppers to use as bait, 

“taking only the medium-sized brown ones and [putting] them into the bottle” (Hemingway 146). 

He forces himself to take his time, stopping to sit and eat breakfast before going down to the 

river. Nick spends his time fishing thinking about what he is doing and only that. His thoughts do 

not drift, but focus on why the fish are behaving the way they are or how he can do better in the 

next fishing spot. The only time Nick allows his thoughts to deviate are when he comes to the 

option of going into the swamp. Nick thinks about how he could go into the swamp to fish, but 
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sees the challenge of fishing in the midst of cedar trees as a “tragic adventure” (Hemingway 

155). Instead, Nick decides that he “did not want it. He did not want to go down the stream any 

further today” and he ends his day by returning to the camp to clean the fish he has caught. He 

stays within his own self-set limits; he acknowledges when things are out of his comfort zone 

and does not force himself into situations that could trigger his trauma, instead reminding 

himself that “there were plenty of days coming when he could fish the swamp” (Hemingway 

156). Nick recognizes his growth and his further need for it, but does not demand too much of 

his emotional or psychological state at the time. He instead goes back to his camp that he has 

intentionally and methodically set up, back to his safe space for renewal.  

In avoiding the swamp, Nick exhibits coping mechanisms often found in those suffering 

from post-traumatic stress disorder. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM-5) details one common coping practice for those affected by PTSD, saying “the individual 

commonly makes deliberate efforts to avoid thoughts, memories, feelings, or talking about the 

traumatic event” (275). Nick knows that the swamp will trigger a memory of trauma and war for 

him and shatter everything that he has worked for. Rather than confronting that memory, he 

evades it. He recognizes its existence but does not allow the memory or the swamp to have any 

more power over him. He again takes control of his thought process and actions, reclaiming his 

masculine identity that was once dictated by his trauma. Reshaping and redefining his 

masculinity, Nick molds it to who he is becoming through his mental- and self-control.  

The fishing that Nick partakes in emphasizes the victory of his mental control. Kroupi 

argues, “Indeed the importance of Nick’s fishing is not just to catch fish; it is to do it according 

to the rules” (112). Just as the matadors were expected to follow the ritual and steps of 
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bullfighting, Nick does not deviate from what he is familiar with. The matadors find their 

masculinity and identity in the steps that they follow and their confrontation of death. “In the 

same manner, Nick Adams, a member of a decaying society that has condemned itself to doom, 

war, and destruction, can rediscover himself by finding solace in nature” (Kroupi, 112). While it 

does not seem as though Nick has an obvious reclamation of masculine identity, the rituals and 

motions that go along with fishing allows him to have control over his mind and body. 

Hemingway often used fishing as a way to establish masculinity, finding the “autonomous male” 

within himself (Strychacz 253). Nick exemplifies this, finding the ability to master his own 

thoughts and feelings through fishing.  

Nick’s journey to find his masculine identity occurs from “The End of Something” 

through “Big Two-Hearted River”. When he ends his relationship with Marjorie in “The End of 

Something,” he does not fish as he processes the end of the relationship, showing his personal 

struggle with his own masculine identity because he did not know what physical or 

psychological steps he could take to help himself. However, Nick matures in “Big Two-Hearted 

River: Parts I and II,” finding confidence in his fishing. He knows that he must be tedious and 

controlled in his thoughts, but he is the one in control of his own actions. According to 

Hemingway scholar Thomas Strychacz, Nick is able to “master the arena,” and finds his 

masculinity in fishing the area he knows (245). He finds that fishing helps him to establish this 

control, which is why when he finally begins to face his trauma by looking at the swamp, he is 

able to acknowledge it without pushing himself past his limits. Hemingway incorporates fishing 

within the text to define masculinity because it provides peace and calm. Nick loses his 

masculine identity in the bloodshed and lawlessness of war. Orderly and controlled, fishing 
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allows Nick to focus and control on the calm action of fishing. This peace and order, as 

compared to chaos of war, provides space for Nick to heal from his trauma and reestablish his 

masculinity through actions he can control. As Hinton and Bryan argue, “[PTSD] will affect the 

self-concept of the injured person” and fishing rebuilds this idea of the self for Nick. Through 

fishing and camping, Nick is controlled and ritualistic, able to cope with his trauma. 

PTSD was not recognized as a legitimate psychological injury immediately after WWI; 

however, by the Vietnam War, PTSD was beginning to be understood as a medical condition. 

Despite this progress, soldiers and communities were still not ready to adapt to those who 

suffered from both psychological and physical injury. The Vietnam war was a distant war for 

American civilians, and psychologist Emanuel Tanay argues, “the people at home had not 

suffered in the war in Vietnam; only [the soldier] and his buddies had been at war with that 

remote country” (34). This separation between the military and civilians led to a distorted view 

of masculinity. Soldiers were expected to return from war patriotic and normal. What was not 

expected of the soldiers was a return filled with guilt and rage. Psychologist Robert Lifton 

performed a study with Vietnam veterans that found most soldiers felt a lack of identity after 

joining the military at such a young age (57). Most veterans in the study also agreed that they 

never experienced healing when they returned home and they felt betrayed by their government, 

leading to lack of purpose or meaning in their post-military lives. Ron Kovic, in his memoir 

Born on the Fourth of July (1976), describes this loss of identity on a personal level. He 

chronicles his time serving in the Marines during the Vietnam War and his recovery following 

his return after he sustains a spinal injury, permanently paralyzing him from the chest down at 

the age of 21. He returns home with the same loss of identity as many other Vietnam veterans, 
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struggling with guilt for his actions in war and reconciling with societal expectations. Kovic’s 

memoir describes the emotional and physical turmoil that Kovic experiences, trying to reconcile 

with societal expectations and managing the visible and noticeable trauma of his weakened body.  

The memoir is an effective genre for Kovic to reflect upon his journey to a new definition 

of masculinity. The memoir is subjective; it is personal and forces the audience to view 

experiences the way Kovic does. This subjective memory complicates Kovic’s narration in ways 

that Hemingway’s focalization does not. Readers become intimate with Kovic’s loss of identity 

and his search for a new definition of masculinity, while Hemingway’s focalization allows 

readers to experience Nick Adam’s memories in a more distant and objective way. While the 

subjectivity of the genre can create unreliability, trauma theorist Cathy Caruth argues that the 

instability of his narration gives Kovic the authority to speak about his experiences. According to 

Caruth, “The trauma accident… takes place too soon, too suddenly, too unexpectedly, to be fully 

grasped by consciousness” (Unclaimed Experience 101). How an individual experiences trauma 

in their memory is unique to how their mind is able to process the traumatic information. These 

individual memories can be false, formed by the mind in a way that creates understanding about 

trauma that is difficult to process. While these false memories are inaccurate, to the individual 

who experienced the trauma, it is the truth, as Caruth claims when she writes, “The story of 

trauma, then as the narrative of belated experience, far from telling of an escape from reality… 

rather attests to its endless impact on a life.” (Unclaimed Experience 7). History cannot be forged 

without memory, and memory cannot be developed unless there is an experience remembered. 

Caruth argues that history, trauma, and memory are in a relationship where they are attempting 
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not to betray the past (Unclaimed Experience 41). The inaccuracies and truthfulness of memory 

must work together in order to record and remember history.  

Kovic, in his memoir, is trying not to forget his own history or betray his past when he 

relays his experiences during and after Vietnam. History is created by those who encounter 

trauma, not those who experience it second hand (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience 2). For 

example, when Kovic returns home from Vietnam, no one wants to talk to him about his 

experiences because they do not fully understand his trauma. Kovic is history in the flesh, shaped 

by the violence of the Vietnam War. Members of his hometown, who have not experienced 

Vietnam, are overwhelmed by the sight of  Kovic as a physical sign of war and by his struggle to 

reconcile with his injury. Psychologists Hinton and Byron argue that the hometown’s inability to 

recognize Kovic in a new way contributes to his lack of healing, claiming that how culture reacts 

to injured persons contributes to how they perceive their own trauma (170). Caruth supports this 

argument, claiming that communities are implicit in trauma as well because of their lack in 

preparedness to interact with trauma. For example, during the Vietnam War, communities were 

responsible for contributing to veterans lack of healing because they either 1) experienced the 

trauma themselves (i.e. Kovic’s rejection from society) or 2)  created the trauma (i.e. the reporter 

who rudely refused to interview Kovic). 

Kovic’s role as both the author and  protagonist in his  memoir is a difficult relationship 

and very different from Hemingway’s Nick Adams. As an author, Kovic exists outside of the 

text, recounting his own memories more objectively. As a character, however, Kovic lives the 

events as they happen. The relationship between Kovic the author and Kovic the character 

interplay to create the narrative in a compelling way. The reader experiences character Kovic’s 
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life as author Kovic provides it. Author Kovic structures the plot in a way to give the reader an 

opportunity to understand the character Kovic before exposing the trauma and horrible things he 

did to survive during war. This dynamic communication between author and character creates a 

structure that reflects the symptoms of PTSD.  The different points of view exemplify Kovic’s 

depersonalization and detachment from his memories. His recollection of his pre- and post-war 

experiences also indicate dissociation, or recurring flashbacks (Kupfer 271). Throughout the text, 

Kovic focuses on the corporal and Vietnamese children he killed in Vietnam. Similar to Nick 

Adams’ war chapter experiences, Kovic is suffering from traumatic neurosis, unable to escape 

fixating on the corporal and Vietnamese children (Freud 284). Although character Kovic’s 

obsession with the children and corporal is recurrent throughout the memoir, author Kovic does 

not disclose the details and extent of his trauma until the final chapters.  

The plot begins the moment immediately after Kovic is injured in battle, and concludes 

with an explanation of the causes of his trauma. This strategic narrative style is important for the 

structure of the plot because 1) it allows for the jolting understanding of Kovic’s experiences 

when the text ends as Kovic is injured, bringing the text to a full circle; and 2) it allows the 

reader to define Kovic by his journey to a new definition of masculinity rather than his actions 

during the war. Although the text concludes with Kovic murdering the corporal and Vietnamese 

children, the structure of the text does not allow for the separation of Kovic’s actions during the 

war and Kovic throughout his healing process. Rather, the structure creates a space where the 

reader can understand Kovic’s experiences. As literary scholar Fran Shor argues, “… Kovic’s 

narrative refuses to seek restorative closure, offering a questioning and still unsettled 
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transfigured masculinity” (384). The structure of the text and the intentionality of the non-linear 

narrative introduce Kovic’s understanding of the ongoing search for masculinity.  

The three different points of view emphasize the structure of the text, creating different 

lenses through which to view Kovic’s psychological trauma. First-person present perspective is 

reflective of flashbacks. The book opens with the line, “The blood is still rolling off my flak 

jacket from the hole in my shoulder and there are bullets cracking into the sand all around me” 

(Kovic 31). The reader is immediately dropped into the moment when Kovic is struggling to 

comprehend what has happened to him and his body. The details in the memory emphasize how 

often Kovic revisits this moment with fear, adrenaline, and confusion. This point of view is used 

later in the text when Kovic flashes back to his time in the hospital and realizes he will never be 

able to have what is considered a “normal” body. The final time this point of view is used is not 

in flashback form, but rather when he makes peace with his disability and decides to use the 

image of his body to teach others about peace. He begins to tell his story to high school 

audiences, finally starting his psychological healing process. He continues, traveling across the 

country with a band of fellow veterans, all with the mission of informing the public on the 

injustices of the Vietnam War. The first-person perspective depicts the moments that Kovic 

believes are transformative, and moments when he understands the initiative he needs to take to 

break through limitations of masculinity to new expressions of manhood. Indeed, he participates 

in activities where he has a voice, such as in high school auditoriums, and gains confidence 

standing up for what he believes in, such as when he travels to the Republican National 

Convention to introduce the impact of war to politicians. The first-person perspective indicates 
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both Kovic’s traumatic experiences and his comfort in introducing new expressions of 

masculinity through his actions.  

First-person past tense is also used throughout the text, creating a perspective through 

which the reader can see how the moments described are definitions of who Kovic is or are part 

of his personal journey towards healing. For example, the first-person past tense is used to 

describe what Kovic’s childhood was like. Kovic shares the military games he used to play as a 

child, his determination in his athletic training, and his desire in high school to serve his country. 

Later in the text, Kovic uses first-person past tense again to describe his experiences in Mexico, 

when he experiments with having sexual relations with women, despite his inability to 

participate in conventional ways. Kovic intentionally uses the first-person past tense because the 

memories described are part of Kovic’s identity that have helped him become who he is. He is no 

longer the star athlete who dreams of serving in the Marines or the man desperate for sex. The 

first-person tense allows the reader to understand that Kovic keeps these memories attached to 

him because they are experiences that have allowed him to start redefining his masculine 

identity. Kovic describes his first sexual experience with a prostitute as humiliating. Later, when 

he reflects on his time in Mexico, he thinks, “Even with all the loneliness, there were times that 

had been good. My first summer without the war. I tell myself the war and the hospital are 

behind me now. The best years of my life are still ahead of me” (Kovic 141). As Shor argues, 

Kovic’s time with the prostitutes “begins a kind of sexual healing and gender transfiguration that 

… [is] critical to masculinity” (381). Rather than defining his masculinity on his sexual abilities, 

Kovic uses his experience to learn that there are more creative expressions of manhood, a lesson 

he continues to pursue throughout the memoir. 
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The final tense used in the narrative is third-person past tense. In these chapters, Kovic 

dissociates himself from these experiences. As psychologist Eric Fromm argues in The Anatomy 

of Human Destructiveness, this dissociation is “not a matter of conscious unwillingness on the 

part of the patient or of dishonest or of secretiveness; he is defending himself against the 

discovery of the unconscious material without being aware either of the material or his own 

resistance” (205). Kovic uses this tense when he struggles with his trauma and disability after the 

war. He attempts to replicate for the reader the psychology and experience of what it is like to 

dissociate from a memory. Third-person past tense is first used to describe Kovic’s time in the 

hospital immediately after the war. Describing his first moments when he is aware of his 

paralysis and changed body, Kovic reflects on the memory in a detached, out-of-body way, 

similar to dissociation for PTSD; he doesn’t quite know how to connect with this new reality. He 

explains, “He was now in War I-C with fifty other men who had all been recently wounded in 

the war… He noticed they all had strange smiles on their faces and he had one too, he thought. 

They were men who had played with death and cheated it at a very young age”  (Kovic 45). 

Later, the tense is used again to describe Kovic’s feelings towards the parade they have in his 

hometown to honor his service in the war. Kovic still believes in the war effort, but he begins to 

question within himself whether the people who never fought should have such strong opinions 

about the war. They do not understand the trauma he or the other veterans are struggling to cope 

with. It is the first time he is truly exposed to how different he is after being injured in Vietnam. 

Attention is called to his body as his wheelchair is moved for him and he is able to see how 

emotionally, the people around him are in a different place because they did not experience his 

trauma from war. The final chapters are also used in third-person past tense. In the final pages, 
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Kovic shares his actions and participation in the horrors of the Vietnam War, where he 

accidentally kills an American corporal and murders several Vietnamese children. By creating a 

third-person past tense around these memories, Kovic is able to separate himself from his most 

traumatic experiences and revisit the memories as if he was not the one who lived them. 

The tenses are used in different places throughout the narrative, weaved together in 

seemingly sporadic and random orders. However, this intentional irregular order of narrative 

voice creates an illustration for Kovic’s healing process and psychological coping with his 

experiences. The narrative is not linear, but jumps to different points in Kovic’s life and is told 

from the different perspectives through which he relives his memories. The structure gives the 

reader an opportunity to experience Kovic’s life in the same way he does, allowing for a better 

understanding of Kovic’s memories. Rather than viewing Kovic’s journey to redefine his 

masculinity in a linear way, the narrative structure and shifting perspectives introduce the reality 

that Kovic’s process to rediscover and broaden his understanding of masculinity is constantly 

developing throughout the rest of his life. 

Kovic’s initial understanding of his own masculinity comes from his childhood: “All his 

life he’d wanted to be a winner. It was always so important to win, to be the very best” (Kovic 

194). As a child, Kovic was taught that “the human body is an amazing thing… it is a beautiful 

machine that will last you a lifetime if you care for it properly” (Kovic 76). His understanding of 

the singular connection between the body and masculinity is further engrained through his 

experiences in the military. While he is still in high school, Kovic is introduced to the Marines 

when they come to recruit students. The students are told “the marines took nothing but the best 

[and] that if any of us did not think we were good enough, we should not even think about 
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joining” (Kovic 88). As a final explanation of expectations of the men they were trying to recruit, 

the marines “told us that day that the Marine Corps built men - body, mind and spirit” (Kovic 

89). During basic training, Kovic is verbally abused and called derogatory names such as 

“scum,” “maggot,” and “swine” (Kovic 106-108). He is even called “lady,” emasculating him 

until he performs in a worthy manner. He receives praise only when he successfully completes 

exercises, during which he and his fellow soldiers chant “WE ARE THE BEST WE ARE THE 

BEST WE ARE THE BEST” (Kovic 107). Kovic is expected to consider his body a weapon and 

the sole definition of his masculinity. This idea of manhood dependent on the body deeply 

influences Kovic’s understanding of his masculinity after the war when he loses control of his 

body and the ability to perform sexually. 

The first changes in masculine identity that Kovic faces occur when he is in the hospital 

immediately after he is injured. He is exposed to how the world will view him during his 

recovery in the hospital: he must be given enemas, where he is exposed and made vulnerable; the 

conditions of the hospital rooms are disgusting and unsanitary, with urine bags and deadpans 

overflowing and communal showers where the patients are taken to be hosed down “like a car 

wash” (Kovic 52). It is the first time that he is exposed to what life with a disability will look like 

and the discrimination he will face. Kovic realizes that he has begun a life of dependency: “He 

was a half-dead corpse and no one could tell him any different” (Kovic 177). He learns to ask for 

help with the simplest of tasks, such as getting dressed each day. He struggles with how 

dependent on others he must be with his new body, viewing it as another decline in his own 

manhood. 
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Kovic also struggles with his masculinity in relation to his patriotism. He was born on 

July 4th and sees his birthday as a sign to completely trust the war efforts in Vietnam. He 

wrestles with his beliefs developed before the war (that his masculinity was built on body and 

patriotism) and the reality he faces after the war (paralysis and skepticism towards the United 

States government). While he is still in the hospital immediately after he is injured, struggling to 

come to terms with his disabled body, a priest tells him, “Your fight is just beginning. 

Sometimes no one will want to hear what you’re going through. You are going to have to learn 

to carry a great burden and most of your learning will be done alone. Don’t feel frightened when 

they leave you. I’m sure you will come through it all okay” (Kovic 47). Kovic ends the chapter 

on this quotation, signifying the internal struggle he faces in processing the priest's words.  

His internal struggle persists through his flashbacks to his moments with the Vietnamese 

children and the corporal. Kovic reflects, “I think that maybe the wound is my punishment for 

killing the corporal and the children. That now everything is okay and the score is evened up” 

(Kovic 37). In an attempt to reconcile his injury, Kovic believes that he has been paralyzed as 

karma for killing innocent children and his own fellow soldiers. His psychological injury as a 

result of his actions is deepened when he tries to confess to his superior officer. Instead of taking 

Kovic seriously, the major says, “Sometimes it gets hard out there. I was out a couple of weeks 

ago and sometimes it’s very hard to tell what’s happening” (Kovic 201). Rather than allow Kovic 

to take responsibility for his actions, the major denies Kovic’s guilt and obstructs Kovic’s 

opportunity to begin to heal. As Lifton’s study supports, Kovic’s inability to gain closure around 

his actions during the war led to animated guilt, or “bringing oneself to life around one’s guilt” 

(66). Kovic was debilitated by his guilt, and it “often manifested objectively through 



Opalinski 43 

self-destructive behavior” (Tanay, 32). However, Kovic learns that he must not define himself by 

his guilt, but rather, he must find peace within a new masculine identity after the war.  

Kovic believes that his injury is a direct consequence for killing the children and the 

corporal and he often experiences flashbacks to the moments when he killed them. His thoughts 

always fixate on these moments, and when his mental health begins to fail, he falls back on these 

killings as his only defining moments, forgetting that he has accomplished other things. He finds 

his self-worth in their deaths, never receiving closure and continuously living in guilt. Traumatic 

neurosis plays into Kovic’s definitions of his masculinity. Both his broken body and his guilt 

prevent him from seeing himself as a man. Psychologist Emanuel Tanay argues, “Guilt is 

experienced by [Vietnam] soldiers subjectively and/or manifested through self-destructive 

behavior” (32). These self-destructive behaviors can be seen most clearly in Kovic’s relationship 

with women. His relationship with his mother in particular is challenged and strained. After the 

war, Kovic struggles with alcohol abuse as a coping mechanism for his psychological injuries. 

Kovic’s mother is horrified, denouncing her son’s identity by screaming, “We’ve got a drunk for 

a son” (Kovic 128). Kovic’s disability as well as his drunkenness creates a barrier between him 

and his mother. As disability theorist Lennard J. Davis argues, “Disability is seen as something 

that does not belong at home, not to be associated with the home” (14).  Kovic’s mother does not 

know how to welcome Kovic’s physical and psychological disabilities into the space that she has 

created for her family.  

However, Kovic’s father bridges the gap for Kovic between his disability and the home. 

When Kovic comes home drunk, his father helps him to get ready for bed. He bathes Kovic 

before reattaching his catheter.  
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He grabbed a warm washcloth and began scrubbing his son. The last thing he did was to 
connect the rubber tube that went into the boy’s penis to the long plastic tube that went 
into the bag on the side of the bed… So he did it just the way [the nurses] had told him 
and after pulling the sheets and covers up over the body and just below the shoulders of 
his son, the old man walked out of the room. (Kovic 129) 
 

Kovic’s father’s actions reflect his understanding of the humiliation that Kovic lives with. When 

he helps his son, he does so with the intention to make this assistance seem natural. He acts as if 

it is normal to clean up his 21-year-old son’s urine, and in doing so he sympathizes with Kovic 

and the reality he lives with his paralysis.  

Kovic’s interrupted connection with women extends to his sex life as well. He fixates 

throughout the narrative on his inability to perform sexually or to even have physical sexual 

feelings: “Nobody ever told me I was going to come back from this war without a penis. But I 

am back and  my head is screaming now and I don’t know what to do” (Kovic 125). Kovic 

correlates his masculinity with his sexual abilities and finds it nearly impossible to define himself 

as a man when he sees himself as a sexless being. As literary scholar Fran Shor argues, “Lacking 

the phallic power conveyed by the patriotic penis, Kovic questions the meaning of  authorities 

that previously convinced him of the innocence and the glory of America” (381). Kovic 

determines his masculinity according to his patriotism and his sexual abilities before he is 

injured. When he loses the function of his penis, he doubts the basis of patriotism and sexual 

ability in relation to his manhood.  

In an attempt to establish a normal sex-life, Kovic travels to Mexico, where he is exposed 

to and engages in prostitution. He finds that while he cannot have sex in the traditional sense, 

there are other ways in which he can explore his sexual masculinity. Traveling to Mexico and 

sleeping with prostitutes “begins a kind of sexual healing and gender transfiguration that no 
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longer defines hardness and intercourse as critical to masculinity” (Shor 381). As soon as Kovic 

tests different ways to be sexually active, he finds that he thinks about the possibility of 

marriage. However, he still fears what commitment will look like when he believes he cannot be 

the man in the relationship. Instead of a relationship, “He would go to the whorehouse, wheeling 

the chair past the pretty painted Mexican women…. He would sleep with a different one every 

night. He wanted to sleep with as many as he could, trying one after the other” (Kovic 138). He 

finds the lack of commitment comforting and explores his sexuality through many women, 

finding relief in the little sexual activity he can do. However, he realizes that meaningless sex 

will not heal his wounds, and returns back to New York to find a new way to cope with his 

trauma.  

Kovic realizes that he can express  masculinity sexually outside of conventional 

expectations. He no longer considers himself a failed man for being unable to perform in 

traditional sexual ways. Rather, he finds that he can express his masculine identity outside of his 

relationships with women. As he comes to terms with his paralysis, Kovic defies the United 

States government and its military involvement in Vietnam. However, he discovers that his 

disability creates other complications. Davis claims that,“Disability… is a disruption in the 

visual, auditory, and perceptual field as it relates to the power of the gaze” (129). Kovic 

discovers that while he is ready to live out his masculinity fully despite his disability, the world 

is not equipped to understand his redefined manhood. Instead, those around Kovic see him as a 

nuisance and someone who should be repressed. When he is arrested at a protest rally, the police 

manhandle him until his catheter is pulled out. When imprisoned, Kovic does not receive any 

medical attention and is humiliated by being forced to urinate on himself through the night.  
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Later in the text, Kovic requests to talk on a television show in order to provide a visual 

example of the consequences of war to the public, wanting to display his body to show the 

impact of the United States’ involvement in Vietnam. Rather than being welcomed and included, 

the producer tells him, “We’ve seen enough of that. Every night for the last couple of years 

people have seen it on the six o’clock news and they are tired of it” (Kovic 160). Although Kovic 

is comfortable with his newfound masculinity, the society in which he lives is not ready to accept 

him. Davis argues, “The fear of the unwhole body, of the altered body, is kept at bay by 

depictions of whole, systemized bodies… the unwhole body is the unholy body” (134). 

However, Kovic and Davis both argue that the disabled body is very common. Kovic does not 

try to normalize his body, but rather, he contends that he is not the only person who was 

physically affected by his time served in Vietnam. He tries to normalize the physical and 

psychological challenges that he and other soldiers have come home with after the war. While 

traveling with other veterans to the Republican National Convention of 1972, Kovic declares, 

“That’s the biggest lie and hypocrisy of all -- that we had to go over there and fight and get 

crippled and come home to a government and leaders who could care less about the same boys 

they sent over” (Kovic 187-188). He holds those who look at him responsible, claiming that 

these differences do not set veterans apart from a normative society. Rather, they can function 

successfully in society and that society can allow them to do so without expecting anything 

different from them. 

Despite all of the backlash that Kovic faces in response to his redefined masculinity, he 

forms his identity around his disability and what it represents: an unnecessary war. By 

“Overcoming a form of ‘toxic masculinity,’ Kovic found that manhood could be measured by 
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your care for others and respect for yourself,” creating a new expectation of masculinity (Shor 

382). His goal throughout the text is to use his body to show the world the damages that the 

United States government has done by 1) making teenagers fight in the war and 2) lying to the 

country about the true nature of violence in Vietnam. Kovic travels to Washington, D.C. to 

express his concern to President Nixon. When he arrives at the 1976 Republican Convention, 

Kovic describes how “every once in a while someone would look at me as if I didn’t belong 

there. But I had come almost three thousand miles for this meeting with the president and 

nothing was going to prevent it from taking place” (Kovic 185). Though Kovic has reconciled 

with his reality that he will never fit the mold of traditional masculine expectations (i.e. a healthy 

and sexually-abled body), he finds his masculine identity in his ability to stand up for what he 

believes in. He ties the old part of his identity to his new identity to give himself authority: “I 

fought for [the right to speak] and I was born on the Fourth of July” (Kovic 187). Kovic does not 

deny who he was before the war. Instead, he integrates his former beliefs and confidences with 

his new life.  

Kovic’s narrative resolution concludes with his success at the 1976 Democratic 

Convention. Celebrating, Kovic declares, “We had done it. It had been the biggest moment of 

our lives, we had shouted down the president of the United States and disrupted his acceptance 

speech. What more was there to do than go home?” (Kovic 193). Kovic fully understands and 

accepts his redefined masculine identity after he finds that he can still make a difference in the 

world outside of what he initially considered to be what it meant to be a man. However, in the 

final chapters, Kovic discloses his experiences in the Vietnam War. The ending does not give the 

reader a sense of wholeness nor provide a happy ending. However, Kovic intentionally ends his 
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memoir with these chapters. He brings the narrative full circle, ending the text where the first 

chapter begins. The ending emphasizes that Kovic’s redefinition of his masculinity is an ongoing 

process. He works every day to establish his manhood outside of hegemonic constructions of 

gender and is still ratifying his masculinity to himself and others.  

While Hemingway and Kovic discuss masculine identity in relation to PTSD through the 

medium of a short story collection and a memoir, respectively, Neil Simon uses comedy to 

demonstrate how masculinity is intertwined with trauma for soldiers. His comedic play Biloxi 

Blues (1984) brings together young men who have never experienced violence with men who 

shape their identity around the military, showing the relationship between trauma and 

masculinity. The play is narrated by Eugene Morris Jerome, a young man going through army 

boot camp in the midst of World War II. He details the training and experiences that he and other 

recruits face as they prepare to become soldiers. They are led by Sergeant Merwin J. Toomey, an 

experienced soldier tasked with molding the platoon into fighting machines. He is ruthless and 

expects perfection from his men. However, he is challenged by Arnold Epstein, who disagrees 

with his tough training tactics. While the focus on the dynamic between Epstein and Toomey is 

comedically portrayed, their interactions indicate Toomey’s loss of masculine identity and his 

struggle to find who he is as a man once his military self is taken away. While very little 

scholarship addresses Biloxi Blues, Simon creates a space in his comedy that allows a new work 

into the conversation of masculine identity. 

Comedy might seem like an inappropriate medium to conduct a conversation about 

masculine identity and trauma; however, it creates the perfect vehicle to discuss the controversy 

that identity can bring. Psychologist Zvi Lothane argues, “Humor is confrontational, and 
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confrontation is the opposite of gratification: it destabilizes the existing neurotic equilibrium by 

employing shock and surprise, and thus constitutes iatrogenic trauma that needs to be accepted, 

endured, and learned from the patient before it can be used in the process of change” (237). The 

comedy genre forces the audience to know the characters and build a relationship with them in 

order to truly understand the humor. Humor also creates a space for the vulnerability of the 

characters. Because it is so confrontational, humor addresses issues, such as trauma, head-on. For 

example, Sergeant Toomey identifies his masculinity in relationship with the military. He is a 

comedic character throughout the play because of how outrageously he dedicates his identity to 

the military. His humor comes in sarcastic tones, such as when he says, “This [brain] injury has 

caused me to become a smart, compassionate, understanding, and sympathetic teacher of raw, 

young men -- or the cruelest, craziest, most sadistic God damn son of a bitch you ever saw” 

(Simon 14). This outburst coincides with symptoms of PTSD, such as “irritable behavior or 

angry outbursts, typically expressed as verbal or physical aggression” (DSM-5 272). By 

introducing Toomey’s injury in a comedic style, Simon is able to give the full depth of how deep 

his physical and psychological trauma plays into his military masculinity.  

Literary scholar Joseph M. Armengol also argues that the subgenre of Biloxi Blues is 

important to understanding the relationship between trauma and masculine identity; however, 

Armengol argues that it is the importance of war literature that provides true insight (81). He 

claims that Simon chooses war literature to discuss masculinity not to promote violence as 

necessary for masculine identity, but to emphasize that masculine identity can be harmed by 

violence (Armengol 81). War literature dissects the stigmas of masculine identity and 
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deconstructs conventional tropes of manhood. As psychologist Eric Fromm argues, societal 

expectations dictate self-identity:  

“The approach of normative humanism is based on the assumption that, as in any other 
problem, there are right and wrong, satisfactory and unsatisfactory solutions to the 
problem of human existence. Mental health is achieved if man develops into full maturity 
according to the characteristics and laws of human nature. Mental illness consists in the 
failure of such development” (The Sane Society 22-23).  

 
Fromm supports Armengol’s claim that culture and society produces assumptions about what 

behavior is accepted as appropriate and what is not. Simon uses the combination of comedic play 

and war literature genres to address what society deems appropriate masculine behavior and the 

harm that societal judgement does to the individual who does not meet these expectations 

through the character of Sergeant Toomey. 

As was the case with World War I, PTSD or psychological trauma was not considered to 

be an injury of the same degree as physical injury during World War II. Psychologist Ron 

Langer explains that what is now recognized as PTSD was known then as “combat fatigue” (51). 

Because it was not a tangible injury, medical fields did not deem combat fatigue as a health 

disorder. It officially became recognized as a psychological disorder in 1980, when it was named 

“post-traumatic stress disorder.” During the World War II era, soldiers were diagnosed with 

several PTSD symptoms, including anxiety neurosis, depressive neurosis, melancholia, antisocial 

personality, or schizophrenia (Langer 52). Most WWII veterans suffered from delayed-onset 

PTSD, which did not become prominent until midlife (Langer 54). Most soldiers exhibited 

symptoms of PTSD, but then the symptoms “declined for several decades, and increased within 

the [1990s and 2000s]” (Langer 54). This change was triggered by the inevitable aging of that 

generation: retirement, “the death of friends, one’s own deteriorating health, children becoming 
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autonomous, divorce, and other losses associated with aging” (Langer 54). Langer argues that 

this generation lived during the Great Depression, and then immediately went to fight in World 

War II when they came of age. Because they returned after the war to an economy that was 

better than they had ever known, the soldiers suffered their psychological traumas in silence, 

turning instead to widely accepted coping mechanisms, such as alcohol.  

Post-WWII media encouraged this understanding of trauma as something that is not an 

important medical condition. Psychologist Christina Jarvis argues that the media characterized 

expressions of psychological wounds as something that would hurt family structures and 

marriage, as well as to the individual. It downplayed or denied the existence of psychological 

wounds in veterans, excluding psychological injury from war-time harm. The literature 

surrounding PTSD eventually changed in the 1970s to try helping wounded veterans realize their 

masculine identity after the war: “[The] literature addressed to veterans themselves presents 

masculinity as a self-regenerating process and offers guidelines for restoring one’s manhood 

through employment, self-sufficiency, and communal masculine activities” (Jarvis 102). Rather 

than encouraging stigmas around PTSD, literature tried to encourage the normalization of 

psychological trauma, allowing the space to understand the injury done to those suffering from 

PTSD.  

Sergeant Merwin J. Toomey in Biloxi Blues exemplifies the struggle World War II 

soldiers with psychological disorders faced in entering society after the war. However, Toomey’s 

traumatic experiences differ from Nick Adams’ and Kovic’s because he is still in the service, and 

“rates of PTSD are higher among veterans and others whose vocation increases the risk of 

traumatic exposure” (DSM-5 276). Toomey fought in North Africa, where “a small portion of my 
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brain [was donated] to this conflict, the other portion being protected by a heavy steel plate in my 

head” (Simon 14). After his time serving in North Africa, Toomey returns back to the United 

States where he trains young men to become soldiers to fight in World War II. Theater scholar 

Susan Koprince describes Toomey as “[the picture of] every soldier’s nightmare. Sergeant 

Toomey forces the soldiers to do one hundred pushups for the smallest infraction, makes them go 

on a fifteen-mile hike through reptile-infested swamps on the night of their arrival, and insists 

that they eat every bite of disgusting army food that is on their plate” (107). He uses aggression 

and force to drill the recruits into soldiers. 

Toomey fixates on his soldiers, obsessed with disciplining them into a well-oiled military 

machine. He bullies them into becoming soldiers, dehumanizing them with terms such as 

“flyspeck on a mound of horse shit” and claiming that he “don’t want them human. I want them 

obedient” (Simon 45, 46). He forces them to do activities they do not want to, from cleaning the 

latrine to licking their plates clean in the mess hall, in order to establish his authority and their 

submissiveness. He pushes the recruits to their breaking point, overtraining them to prepare for 

war in a way that he never was. He unknowingly suffers from his own struggles with masculine 

identity after his time in fighting, and copes with his traumatic experiences by disciplining the 

soldiers under his care. Toomey finds that he can do this successfully until he is introduced to 

Arnold Epstein.  

Actor Paul Kenzie, who portrayed Sergeant Toomey in the Florida Southern College 

production of Biloxi Blues in 2019, argues that Toomey has been training recruits aggressively 

for years with success and submissiveness; however, Epstein becomes his personal inciting 

incident for his breakdown. Epstein is an obstacle: the more force that Toomey uses against him, 
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the more Epstein defies him. For Toomey, he must overcome Epstein, this desire formulating 

over the course of the plot, becoming an obsession when Toomey is released from duty to 

receive medical treatment for his head injury. When he receives this news, Toomey realizes that 

in his final hours in the military, he must make Epstein obedient.  

Toomey’s obsession with disciplining Epstein is a symptom of traumatic neurosis, similar 

to both Kovic’s obsession with the corporal and Vietnamese children and Nick Adams’ war 

interchapters (Freud 284). Toomey is fixated on several points in his life, both in his past and 

present: his need for discipline and Epstein’s unwillingness to submit. While Epstein’s obedience 

is not in his past, Toomey’s actions are similar to traumatic neurosis because of his inability to 

release himself from that obsession. He calls Epstein into his office and begins the conversation 

by explaining that his need for discipline comes from the discipline that his father instilled at him 

as a young age, saying, 

I sucked Discipline from my mother’s breast and I recieved it on my bare butt at the age 
of five from the buckle of my father’s Same Browne army belt… and I loved that bastard 
for it… because he made me strong. Damn right… He made me a leader of men. And he 
made me despise the weakness in myself (Simon 78).  
 

Toomey establishes his entire identity on his love of discipline and struggles with Epstein’s 

challenge to his authority.  

Toomey confronts Epstein’s challenge after receiving orders to report to Dickerson 

Veterans Hospital to replace the steel plate in his head. When Toomey invites Epstein into his 

quarters, he is drunk. His intoxication emphasizes the emotional and psychological breakdown 

that Toomey is going through as a result of finally facing his own trauma. His release from the 

army becomes his trigger that causes Toomey to recognize his own trauma and PTSD and the 

order to report to the hospital brings Toomey to a place of not knowing what his masculine 
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identity is. His coping mechanism with his own trauma to this point has been drilling other men 

into soldiers who are better equipped for war than he was. Now, he is forced to face the reality of 

his own psychological health. He feels he is inadequate, telling Epstein, “I just told you, you 

dumb son of a bitch. I’m going to a Veterans Hospital. They don’t send you back from a 

Veterans Hospital. You become a Veteran” (Simon 79). His identity as a military sergeant is 

taken from him. Toomey struggles with Epstein’s emphasis on compassion and dignity as part of 

his identity because he was never introduced to that kind of masculinity, Toomey brushes it off 

as unmasculine and tries to force Epstein into his own definitions of masculinity, especially since 

he feels he is unable to fulfill his own expectations of manhood outside of the army.  

Toomey feels as if everything that defines who he is in spinning out of control, and the 

one thing that will bring him peace before he leaves is to force Epstein into an obedient soldier, 

thus successfully completing his hope of preparing every recruit for war. However, the 

conversation ends in an unexpected place. Toomey pulls out a gun and threatens to shoot Epstein 

if he is not obedient before changing tactics. He tells Epstein,  

A crime has been committed in this room tonight Epstein. A breach of army regulations. 
A non-commissioned officer has threatened the life of an enlisted man, brandishing a 
loaded weapon at him without cause or provocation… It is your unquestioned duty to 
report this incident to the proper authorities (Simon 81).  
 

Epstein still challenges Toomey, arguing that he is not going to do that. Toomey then forces 

Epstein to take the gun from him by force and calls in the platoon as witnesses. However, rather 

than charge the Sergeant, Epstein makes a deal with him: he will drop all charges and complaints 

if Toomey participates in the same punishments he gave to the recruits. Toomey agrees and 

begins to do 200 pushups. In accepting and participating in the punishment, Toomey recognizes 
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his loss of authority, but begins to move towards a new understanding of his masculine identity 

outside of the military sergeant he trained to become.  

The final interaction between Toomey and Epstein is a role reversal. Epstein is giving the 

orders and Toomey is following them without question. However, the role reversal shows 

Toomey’s growth and understanding in his own masculinity. Toomey, as stated before, struggles 

to grasp any form of masculine identity outside of the military. He dismisses Epstein and 

continuously challenges his beliefs because he does not agree with Epstein’s ideals of 

compassion and dignity in the masculine role. In this role reversal, Toomey shows that he is 

beginning to understand that there are different ways to express masculine identity. He becomes 

submissive to Epstein, and thanks him, saying, “I accept your compassionate offer [of pushups 

instead of formal charges]” (Simon 83). Toomey learns the value of compassion from Epstein, 

while at the same time earning his respect. Toomey still achieves his goal of making Epstein 

obedient, but he also learns to begin letting go of his own military identity.  

Similar to Hemingway’s character Nick Adams and Ron Kovic, Toomey struggles 

internally with his masculinity. Nick Adams and Kovic are challenged by relationships with 

other people, particularly women, and with their own self-defeating thoughts. Toomey also 

struggles with relationships, forcing submissiveness and obedience in his soldiers that goes 

beyond his role as sergeant. He uses his own war experiences to train Epstien and the other 

recruits into prepared warriors, motivated to push them even more in their training when he 

receives pushback. He establishes his identity as their leader and his masculine identity begins to 

crumble when he is challenged by Epstein. He becomes frustrated and forces the recruits even 

more into submission, saying, “It is discipline that will win this war for us. Therefore, until you 
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learn it, soldier, I will just have to keep teaching it to you” (Simon 19).  Using the techniques 

drilled into him as a young boy and soldier, Toomey projects his own disciplined military 

masculinity onto the young men. However, his retirement forces him to face his mental health, 

sending him over the edge and pushing him to want to grab at anything he can control: Esptein. 

However, through his final interaction with Epstein, Toomey begins to understand that there are 

ways to still be a man outside of the military and that brute force is not always definitive of 

manhood. Nick’s story ends by beginning the healing process through mental control. Kovic 

finds his identity in his body and his mental strength, reaching a point of acceptance with who he 

is and what he can become. Toomey begins his retirement in a similar way, allowing his mind to 

understand different types and expressions of masculinity and letting go of his belief that he can 

only be a military man. 

Ernest Hemingway’s In Our Time, Ron Kovic’s Born on the Fourth of July, and Neil 

Simon’s Biloxi Blues belong in intersectional feminism because they introduce the idea that 

masculinity and femininity must be in conversation together in order to fully comprehend the 

individual’s search for self identity. These three texts in conversation together expand the 

conversation about PTSD and trauma, leading to greater and more nuanced cultural and 

individual understanding of traumatic experiences in war and conflict. While my thesis only 

focuses on white heterosexual masculinity, these three texts, together with recent psychological 

and masculine research in trauma, open the door for insight on trauma across race, gender, and 

sexuality. In expanding my research, I will look at different races and sexualities in particular, 

examining how cultures both accepted and rejected non-white, non-heteronormative individuals 

and how the treatment of these people added further to their trauma. While again, this might 
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seem like unoriginal research, understanding at a deeper level the impact of the community on 

the individual’s trauma will offer awareness of expressions of identity. Nick Adams in 

Hemingway’s short story collection In Our Time, Ron Kovic in his memoir Born on the Fourth 

of July, and Sergeant Merwin J. Toomey in Simon’s play Biloxi Blues all express the challenges 

that the individual faces when exposed to trauma. Using writing styles, character behaviors, and 

an analysis of the communities around them, Hemingway, Kovic, and Simon, supported by 

psychology and trauma scholarship, offer detailed experiences within their characters of trying to 

reconcile their trauma with their masculine identity, redefining and reclaiming their masculinity 

in unconventional ways.  
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