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An Analysis of the Impact
of Authorship on the Image
of the Nurse Presented in Novels

Beatrice J. Kalisch and Philip A. Kalisch

Content analysis of 201 novels published from 1843 to 1980 with important nurse
characters was used to identify variables associated with nurse, physician, and non-
health care provider authorship and the quality of the resultant image of nurses and
nursing. Nurse authors were more likely to depict nurses as contributing to patients and
other persons, being commended, using autonomous judgment, taking greater satis-
faction in their career, exhibiting drive, and being engaged in the performance of
nursing care activities. They also portrayed novel nurses as more nurturant, empathic,
powerful, and intelligent, and as valuing service to others and scholarliness to a greater
extent than other authors. Of all authors, physicians presented the most negative nurse
images; they were the least likely to endow nurse characters with positive personality
and behavior traits. On the other hand, physicians were the most likely to show nurses
valuing and being engaged in sexual activities. The fact that nurse authors, who were
more prominent during the first 60 years of this century, have given way to a dominance
of physician authors during the past 20 years demands intervention by the nursing
profession in encouraging nurses to become more active in this form of artistic popu-
larization of scientific ideas and professional health care roles.

What kinds of nurse images result when nurse
authors, physician authors, and other writers cre-
ate the fictional world of the novel? Novels, as
imaginative literature, function both as reflectors
of prevailing popular values and as projectors of
selected new ideas. They transmit dominant cul-
tural values within the context of audience ex-
perience and need for fantasy, entertainment, and
guidance (Wilbanks, 1972).

Nurses, physicians, patients, time, buildings,
and equipment coalesce to create human experi-
ence in health care action and events, and people
have an enormous curiosity about them. The basic
appeal of all novels reflects this passion for vi-
cariously exploring life and death as they relate

to means, motives, sentiments, status, success,
and failure (Dixon, 1977). Scientific advance-
ment and technological development have always
involved social adjustments and accommodation
to new ideas and the emergence of new values
(Jones & Meadows, 1976). The rise of the phy-
sician-scientist to a lofty pedestal in the Ameri-
can novel has been documented by Cameron
(1973), De Bakey (1963, 1964), and Norris (1969,
1970). The recent development of nursing as a
profession calls for both real and symbolic re-
definitions of roles and statuses of nurses as col-
legial health care providers with physicians, and
the development of new relationships between
nurses and patients.
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