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Introduction 

In the drily humorous Dutch film Abd (Alex van Warmerdam, 1986), which iron-

izes the suffocating atmosphere in a typically Dutch domestic setting,1 Abel's father 

(Henri Garcin) is firmly set against having a television in the house. He argues that 

his thirty-one-year-old son cannot profit much from watching television, since its 

programs are rubbish and the films are even worse. Thus he says: "Take a cowboy 

film. Doesn't this cowboy have parents that he visits once in a while? And if he 

doesn't, did those parents die or was the cowboy an abandoned child? Doesn't he 

have brothers, sisters, and what kind of education did he get? You never hear 

anything about that" (translation mine).2 

Abel's father disdains cowboy films for what he considers to be their simpli

fied representations of (complex) "reality." In his opinion, these films side-step too 

many questions about daily life. Even today, this view of westerns as being, 

by definition, uncomplicated is expressed frequently and sustains perceptions of 

cowboy films and novels as easily consumable: you watch/read them and it is 

crystal clear what you have seen/read. The notion that the content of popular "low-

culture" genres such as westerns is transparent has at times nurtured a strong 

prejudice against them based on their presumed failure to stimulate their readers to 

critical reflection. 

In this study I suggest one way that we, as present-day readers/viewers, can 

learn more from westerns than initially meets the eye. My purpose is to read 

predominantly "old" western novels and films "anew," focussing specifically on the 

interdependent relation between genre and gender - in this case, masculinity.3 With 

regard to the genre of the western, masculinity has either been ignored as an ex

plicit issue or has been considered unproblematically self-evident. The tough cow

boy who can adapt himself to the wide space and natural environment of the West 

is conventionally taken to be a real man. Recent debates on and theories of "male 

trouble"4 will help me to understand retroactively that masculinity has always-

already been a problem in the genre of the western.5 This approach to reading 

westerns anew enables me, in turn, to consider more broadly how constructions of 

masculinity are implicated in cultural-historical identities. The rest of my 

Introduction will elaborate my conception of these three primary issues: the genre 

of the western, constructions of masculinity, and cultural-historical identities. 

Genre as an Interplay between Repetition and Variation 

We name a novel or a film a "western" when we recognize within it certain charac

teristics that we say belong to the genre of the western. Common denominators of 

westerns are the figure of the cowboy and his positioning in the space between wil

derness and civilization. While such generic elements are recurrent, they are 
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neither stable nor universally valid - as the following example suggests. A man who 

dresses and identifies himself as a cowboy, is generally considered a sturdy guy, 

capable of handling a gun. In Burt Kennedy's humorous western film Support Your 

Local Gunfighter (1971), con-man Latigo (James Garner) convinces the townspeople 

of Purgatory that the oafish and cross-eyed cowboy Jud (jack Elam) is actually a 

notorious gunfighter. Consequently, the citizens (mis)interpret the cowboy's clum

sy imitation of a sturdy pose as a sign of his identity as a "tough" man. The example 

of this comic western is useful in exposing the fundamental variability of genre: 

Kennedy's film exploits and reverses a well-known convention for humorous effect. 

Since the conventions of a genre are liable to variability, I define "genre" as 

an interplay between repetitive elements and variations. Critics of the western in the 

seventies -a booming period of genre analysis - already acknowledged that the con

ventions of a genre are in flux. These critics (among them Cawelti, P. French, 

Kitses, and Wright) were correct in suggesting that variability stands or falls with an 

indication of what is more or less constant. According to Will Wright, the western 

genre is defined by "standard images" that can be distorted (14). He takes the repre

sentation of the cowboy as a tough, masculine gunfighter as one of these standard 

images. Unlike Wright and other western critics from the seventies, I aim to 

question the nature of this representation. Since the critics from the seventies 

refrained from challenging the nature of the hero's image, they could not see the 

cowboy's masculinity as a problematic construction. 

Martin Pumphrey's "Why Do Cowboys Wear Hats in the Bath?" from 1989 

is cited as the first article to reflect on masculinity in the western genre (Pye, 

"Introduction" 12). Pumphrey mentions the defensive means the cowboy uses to 

disavow his vulnerability and to keep up an image of toughness. According to him, 

a bathing cowboy compensates for the feminine display of his naked body by way of 

attributes that explicitly connote masculinity such as hats, cigars and guns. In the 

vein of Pumphrey, Jane Tompkins reads masculinity in westerns as a defensive 

response to feminist interests. Whereas her genre analysis is grounded in the bina

ry opposition between masculinity and femininity, I intend to problematize this 

binarism itself by arguing how masculinity is caught up in the impasse of its own 

constructions. 

The most extensive study to date on the cowboy's masculinity is Lee Clark 

Mitchell's book Westerns from 1996. He examines how the cowboy is positioned 

within various cultural-historical contexts as a model of tough masculinity. In con

trast to Mitchell, who predominantly focuses on the process of "making the man in 

fiction and film" (to quote his subtitle), my aim is to expose the "un-making" of man 

on the basis of westerns that deviate from the traditional pattern. In turn, we can 

reread traditional westerns from a new, critical perspective. This aim requires a 

detour. Keeping in mind that variations can only come to the fore by recognizing 
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what is more or less constant, I can only discuss the "un-making" of man when I 

first describe, in chapter two, a conventional form of white masculinity in westerns 

and the way this form is constituted by means of specific narrative devices. 

The "Gift" of Masculinity 

I endorse the assumption, argued in several studies of gender and male trouble, that 

masculinity has no content of its own and is not essential but is subject to con

struction and "masquerade." A subject does not "possess" masculinity, which im

plies that masculinity is not the man's prerogative. Masculinity is, as Eve Sedgwick 

correctly claims, not always "about men" ("Gosh" 12), but can equally engage 

women.6 In this study, masculinity will be considered as "always an imaginary iden

tification" (Savran 8). A subject can fantasmatically adopt it for him- or herself by 

appropriating representations that connote masculinity.7 But this adoption has only 

full validity insofar as the subject is affirmed in his or her appropriation of mascu

linity by other subjects. This process of positive affirmation is highlighted in what I 

would call traditional westerns. Since secondary characters are willing to take the 

hero for a real man, the reader is made to believe in the cowboy's masculinity. 

These westerns are determined by a specific narrative positioning of the 

hero. The structure of this positioning occurs irrespective of the medium (film, 

novel, or comic strips), even when each medium has its own form of representing 

the hero. The cowboy - the main protagonist in westerns - is only a true hero on con

dition that he does not hold the position of character-bound narrator: at the level of 

the primary narrator's text, the cowboy is a "he" and not an "I." Suffice it to say in 

this Introduction that his appearance and actions are usually presented from within 

the "vision" of other characters. Judging the cowboy by his clothes, body, and/or 

facial expression the embedded focalizers value him as an impressive man. Their 

assumption that the cowboy is a tough guy is "revealed" in violent inter-male rival

ry. It can already be guessed why the showdown - the climactic duel between gun-

fighters - preferably takes place in small-town Main Streets at "high noon." Time 

and place will ensure a considerable number of witnesses who can testify 

admiringly to how fast the hero is on the draw. Hence, his heroism is constituted in 

the eyes of admiring beholders. 

Masculine heroism in westerns requires an internal audience. The onlooking 

characters have to see how the male hero is a better man than his opponent. This 

appraisal of the hero is generally mediated by the "vision" of the internal onlookers. 

These spectators reward the best man in a competition with the "gift" of masculini

ty. Implicitly or even explicitly, they tell him: "You were good, you were quick, so 

you must be a real man." 

In part one I assume an analogy between a particular manifestation of tradi

tional masculinity in westerns and the conventional psychoanalytic notion that 
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(phallic) masculinity is unfractured and whole. The analogy, however, is not com

plete, if only because of a decisive formal difference. In psychoanalytic accounts of 

sexual difference, a boy/man is usually represented as the "bearer of the look," to 

quote Laura Mulvey's term (19). This position enables the boy/man to cast off his 

fear of (female) castration and to interpret woman's lack as a sign of his superiori

ty over her. In a traditional western, the hero is predominantly positioned as object 

of the look of character-bound focalizers who "see" him with eyes of imagination as 

a real man.8 In this study I will exploit this formal difference between the man as 

bearer and as object of the look to set up a dialogue between psychoanalysis and the 

genre of the western. One of the aims of this dialogue is to expose the inconsisten

cies behind the bestowal of masculinity onto presumed tough cowboys. The selec

tion of westerns for analysis in this study is primarily structured around issues such 

as subjectivity, story-telling, father figures, whiteness/wildness, irony, male homo

sexual desire, which encourage me to reflect why the notion of an unfractured mas

culinity is a theoretical impossibility. The effect of the (re)readings of westerns is 

that we can gain further insight into what the problems of masculinity consist of. 

Taking in part two as my starting point Jacques Lacan's one and only 

example of the hold-up, I will show that the western genre offers different scenarios 

of this "your money or your life!"-event. These different versions enable me to dis

cuss the tensions between tough masculinity, subjectivity, and the law. On the basis 

of this reflection, I will ultimately address the question, Why can a cowboy not tell 

the story of his own gunfight in flashback? The cowboy's heroism has to be told by 

others, since masculinity is an imaginary illusion projected onto the successful gun-

fighter. As soon as he occupies the role of narrator himself, he either risks exposure 

as a braggart or he becomes an anonymous figure in town, as in John Ford's film 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. In this western, there is no reliable witness to 

report the actual course of the showdown. In the absence of character-bound 

focalizers who can foster and channel the belief in the gunfighter's masculinity, the 

sympathetic and unskilled lawyer is acknowledged mistakenly as hero. Although the 

gunfighter tells the lawyer in flashback that he shot the villain, the actual shooter 

sinks into obscurity while the lawyer rises to fame. This suggests that the cowboy 

has to reject the option of telling his story. He cannot simultaneously be seen as a 

hero and be the narrator of his own flashback. 

In this same part two I will also outline why a cowboy cannot meet his father. 

On the basis of Freud's fable of the primal horde in Totem and Taboo I will argue 

that the father is an impossible rival for the son. The presence of this figure would 

be in fundamental disaccord with the generic rule that violent inter-male competi

tion is the basis of the western. This brief overview of part two already suggests that 

the strategy of rereading psychoanalytic accounts of the slippage between 

imaginary and symbolic phallus, of the forced choice between "meaning" and 
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"being," and of the dead father figure exposes the specificities of and the 

shortcomings within constructions of masculinity in westerns.9 

In part three, dedicated to "Indian"-westerns, the same strategy is deployed. 

The psychoanalytic concepts of enjoyment and the look/gaze distinction are reread 

to discuss the problem of the hero's whiteness by tackling the question, Why is the 

encounter between white cowboy and "Indian" constitutively missed? In westerns, 

white male identity is silhouetted against the hackneyed imagery that the Indians 

are either "wild savages" or "noble savages." Owing to the cowboy's projection of 

these stereotyped characteristics, he fails to constitute his identity as a white Indian, 

mediating between wilderness and civilization. In his violent attempt to keep at bay 

the presumed brute wildness of Indians, the cowboy involuntarily imitates them too 

much, as Ford's western film The Searchers shows. In his apparently benevolent 

attempt to copy their presumed noble wildness, the cowboy cannot succeed in fully 

identifying with them, as Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow indicates. 

Shifting Fascinations 

A psychoanalytic framework helps me to see that white masculinity is a problem in 

westerns, but psychoanalysis is not always a useful tool in explaining variations 

among constructions of masculinity. The psychoanalytic accounts of sexual 

differentiation in part one help me to describe the "rule" of traditional masculinity, 

but fail to explain the distinctions within the "rule." Freud's fable of the primal 

horde, to which I refer in part two, is useful in understanding the absence of the 

cowboy's father figure in the western, but the story does not offer an explanation for 

the anomalous presence of this figure in some westerns from the fifties. 

Psychoanalytic concepts enable me to see why the encounter between white hero 

and Indian fails, but are insufficient to understand why the basic role of the Indian 

- which is to enrich the white man's identity with the mark of wildness - changes 

through time and culture. 

These changes and deviations can only be discussed by reconsidering the cul

tural-historical contexts of the.westerns under scrutiny. My turn to cultural history 

should be taken as a necessary supplement to the theoretical analysis of westerns. 

This turn is construed in line with "the New Historicism." Although the New 

Historicists are not bound together by a single politics or a common practice,10 they 

subscribe to the idea that the (poststructuralist) concept of "text" can be used as a 

viable interface between literary studies and cultural-historical contexts (White, 

"New Historicism" 293-94). The New Historicists assume that the "cultural-histori

cal system," which includes social institutions and practices, is a "text" itself.11 This 

opens up the possibility that literary and filmic texts can be studied as "functions, 

or articulations" of their cultural-historical contexts, and vice versa (297-98). The 

intertextual relationship between literature/film and cultural history enables New 
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Historicists to employ a "reciprocal concern with the historicity of texts and the tex-
tuality of history" (Montrose 20). 

Assuming a complex interaction between literature/film and cultural history 

along the axis of intertextuality, I concur with Jonathan Culler that both the 

meanings of a text and its contexts are not determined once and for all (On 

Reconstruction 123). The meanings of a text are not exclusively anchored in its period 

of making. Culler introduced the expression "framing the sign" for the activity of 

reading in order to emphasize that contexts are not given but produced {Framing the 

Sign ix). This production may be done by someone, a subject who is part of another 

historical present than his or her object of scrutiny. This study is a case of "framing" 

both texts and contexts. Since western texts are read "anew" from a present-day per

spective of masculinity, the "original" contexts gain a "new" cultural-historical 

emphasis, too. 

In part one, I address the distinctions within the constructions of traditional 

masculinity by noting a "crisis" in self-made masculinity in the fifties. This crisis is 

propelled by the demands of what Steven Cohan calls the "domestic mystique," 

which favors a "soft" version of masculinity over a "hard" one. I will suggest how 

these demands were on occasion circumvented in westerns and how the tough con

struction of masculinity is made complicit with the image of the male white-collar 

worker. In the late fifties, comedy is used to mediate the crisis in tough manliness 

that is evoked by the popularity of theatrical masculinity. In part two, the presence 

of the figure of the hero's over-domineering father, a clear deviation from western 

conventions, will be read as a comment on the downfall of McCarthyism. In the 

figure of the hypermasculine father who is bound to collapse, the haunting 

presence of McCarthy is commented upon as the apparition of a man who lured 

Americans into believing that he represented Americanism with its sleeves rolled 

up. Like the father-figure in westerns from the second half of the fifties, McCarthy 

was a man of authority who trusted his infallibility too much and lost his power the 

moment he acted as if he really embodied the (symbolic) Law. The figure of the cow

boy-father in the nineties film Unforgiven, however, functions as a neo-conservative 

criticism of the demands of contemporary feminism. This film suggests that the 

man who forgets his domestic duties may turn out to be the best father after all. 

Hence, Unforgiven can be seen as a nostalgic reference to a period when men were 

not called upon to take domestic responsibilities. 

In part three, American "Indian"-westerns are juxtaposed with Norman 

Mailer's late-fifties essay "The White Negro." Whereas the white man in Mailer's 

essay appropriates the fashionableness of projected black characteristics in order to 

articulate his rebellious identity, the western films lay bare the impossibility of 

becoming a white Indian. By suggesting that a white man is always-already stained 

by the culture from which he originates, these films problematize the assumption 
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that "going native" is a proper way of becoming a "rebel without a cause." Thomas 

Berger's "Indian"-western novel Little Big Man (1964) is discussed within the con

text of the appeal of Indian culture to American hippies. In contrast to Indians in 

fifties westerns who function as a screen for white notions of wildness and rebel

lion, the Indians in Berger's novel primarily figure as a "back to nature"-alternative 

to white society. The only way the hero can have access to the community of 

Cheyennes is at the expense of a disappearance of his "I": he is accepted by them 

insofar as he does not name himself by his "Indian" name. This condition can be 

read as a political gesture relevant to the sixties. The most fruitful way of expressing 

sympathy with minority groups at the time is to become an "other among others." 

The European "Indian"-western novel Winnetou I (1892) by German writer 

Karl May is read in a completely different context and will be related to fin de siècle 

German identity. In the context of fin de siècle Europe the fear reigns that its civili

zation may collapse due to the rapid progress of industrialization. The Indians in 

May's novel are represented as "noble savages" who are prepared to "see" the white 

German frontiersman as a masculine blood brother not yet affected by the "disease" 

of civilization. In the context of postwar Germany, in Harald Reinl's screen-version 

of May's novel, the Indians reappear as "noble savages" who once again accept the 

white hero Old Shatterhand as their blood brother. This time, however, the story 

presents itself as historical fiction. The western is alluded to as a genre that has suc

cessfully rewritten a past of unacceptable white American behavior as a glorious 

period of white pioneers. The illusion of interracial harmony between white fron

tiersman and Apache in Reinl's film serves to reassure a generation of postwar 

Germans, whose cultural identity is stained by the atrocities of the Nazi past, that 

the (re) writing of a barbarous past may heal the wounds of history. 

In part four the cultural-historical question will be addressed why the figure 

of the cowboy cannot function without a touch of irony in a postwar European con

text of anti-Americanism. The American form of masculinity undergoes a neces

sary shift in a European context. I will argue how the different types of humor in 

several Europeans westerns become meaningful as different articulations of post

war European identities. The mild caricature of the comic strip Lucky Luke is popu

lar in countries (France, Belgium, the Netherlands) where people's unease about the 

American influence in postwar Europe is balanced by feelings of gratitude for the 

American contribution to the liberation of these countries from Germany. In con

trast to France and the Low Countries, Italy has been burdened by its fascist past. 

Due to this historical legacy, a positive sense of national identity is under erasure in 

Italy. The severe criticism of the presumed heroism of Americans in spaghetti 

western films where the good cowboy is as vicious as the bad guy, functions as a 

contrastive screen to facilitate a positive self-identification for Italians. The self-

reflexive parody in the anti-western novel De Ballade van de Beul (1980) by Dutch 
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writer Louis Ferron can be read as an expression of malicious pleasure over the cri

sis in American moral politics in the seventies as a corollary of the withdrawal of 

U.S. military troops from Vietnam and the forced resignation of president Nixon. 

The built-in ironic attitude of Western European democracy is proposed as a good 

enough alternative to the anti-hero's deadly serious pursuit of the American dream. 

This dream of America as the land of total freedom is grounded in a tradition, also 

familiar from westerns, of rugged individualism and a display of tough masculine 

heroism. 

In part five, the relation between masculinity and male sexual identity is 

introduced. I will examine how the scenario of inter-male friendship and competi

tion is intertwined with conventional heterosexual masculinity. Homosocial rela

tions, which are characterized by homophobic irony, are particularly strong in 

westerns in the late fifties and the sixties because women are no longer 

automatically prepared to positively affirm men in their tough masculinity. This 

homosocial scenario is thwarted by the possibility of homosexual masculinity. In 

Andy Warhol's underground western Lonesome Cowboys the ironic exposure of male 

bodies is strictly staged for other men. Reading the homosexual identities of the 

cowboys in this film in a Pop Art context, I argue that the cowboys' explicit display 

of virility creates the effect of feminized masquerade. Finally, Cap Iversen's Dakota 

Taylor series can be read as a comment upon the key concern of queer theory since 

the late 1980s which holds that male homosexuality is not just female-identified but 

male-identified as well. At the same time, the novels by Cap Iversen offer a rigorous 

criticism of the nature of inter-male competition, since sexual desire between men 

short-circuits the homosocial chain of deadly rivalry. As soon as the friendship 

between men gets entangled with mutual desire, inter-male rivalry - the 

cornerstone of the regular western - becomes corroded. Owing to this short-circuit, 

the genre's fundamental element of inter-male competition is exchanged for the 

possibility of inter-male "friend-friendship." 

In explicitly stating that I read westerns and their contexts "anew" I violate 

the conventional concern of many scholars within the field of cultural history to 

"mind the gap" between past and present. I believe, along with Mieke Bal, that an 

attempt to see old times through present-day eyes is not an (implicit) indication of 

enacting a progressive step from past to present. Like Bal, I want to contradict the 

idea that we have learned the lessons from history (Double Exposures 129). We are 

neither better nor more subtle readers than people from previous generations. The 

historical gap is not a matter of improved quality, but of focus and angle: our fasci

nations and interests shift and we see differently. Understanding how we see dif

ferently can be regarded as a contribution not to widening, but to bridging the gap 

between past and present. This study tries to cross the temporal lag by recon

sidering westerns from an angle foregrounding constructions of masculinity in 

order to offer new perspectives on cultural-historical identities. 
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PART ONE 

CONSTRUCTING 
THE COWBOY 
VISUALLY 
"That's just what I need -
to get advice from a guy who never saw Shane." 
Arthur "The Fonz" Fonzerelli in the 1970s television series Happy Days (qtd. in Mitchell 188). 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Variable Nature of the Hero's Image 

We recognize a western because of its familiar characters and settings: cowboys 

with ten-gallon hats in saloons or lone buckskin-clad horsemen in open, sunlit 

spaces. Apart from this imagery, we tend to recognize recurring plot lines, particu

larly that of a town endangered by villains until it is liberated by the good cowboy-

stranger when he successfully fights the bad guy in a climactic showdown. So fami

liar may such narrative structures be that people sometimes go so far as to say "All 

[wjesterns are alike" (qtd. in Wright 32) or "If you've seen one, you've seen them all" 

(qtd. in Everson 10). Despite such predictable imagery and narrative patterns, 

however, we cannot properly define the genre of the western. 

Broadly, a "genre" consists of a conventional repertoire of stock motifs and 

themes, as well as a set of strategies for the representation of these elements 

(Wesseling 17-18). The term "conventional" already indicates the arbitrariness of 

generic characteristics (20). Within a narrow concept of "the western," for example, 

horses might be considered the sole possible means of transport. There are, how

ever, also films with cars that are widely recognized as westerns.1 This simple ex

ample of the instability of a stock motif already suggests that there is in fact no uni

versal essence which determines whether or not a film belongs to a particular genre. 

Similarly, the plot of a western is not bound by one set of transhistorical 

rules, but open to variation and change. There are several ways to narrate the same 

general plot. The good guy can beat the bad guy thanks to diverse circumstances. He 

can be the most talented gunfighter, he can be the luckiest shot, his opponent's gun 

may malfunction, or a third person can help him. Furthermore, the "good guy beats 

the bad guy"-plot is itself not an essence, but a convention and hence prone to al

teration. A film such as Sam Peckinpah's Ride the High Country (1962) is cate

gorized as a western despite the fact that the good guy dies after the final shoot-out. 

Similarly, Fred Zinnemann's film High Noon (1952) is considered a western even 

though the town's citizens are half-hearted and confused instead of enthusiastic 

when the good guy wins the decisive gunfight. Given this mutability, a genre, inclu

ding that of the western, is best understood as a process that is both dominated by 

repetition and fundamentally marked by variation (Neale, "Questions of Genre" 

170). 

After the pioneering essays by Robert Warshow and André Bazin in the mid-

fifties, the majority of genre critics since the 1970s has engaged the theoretical 

question of how to distinguish repetition from variation. It has not been possible to 

provide a straightforward answer: to say a film, novel, radio show, or comic strip is 

a western is to say that it shares some indefinable "X" with other films, novels, radio 
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shows, or comic strips which we also call "westerns" (Tudor 3). There have been two 

general responses to the problem of this indefinable "X." Some critics attempt to 

come as close as possible to a definition of the "classical" western - that is, to pin

pointing and defining the indefinable "X." According to Warshow, in his early essay 

"Movie Chronicle: The Westerner," spectators do "not want too much novelty" and 

appreciate only "minor variations" of a pre-established pattern: they do not "want to 

see the same movie over and over again, only the same form" (52). Bazin is even 

more critical of "deviating" westerns, since their deviations spoil the standard he 

promotes.2 

While the articulation of formal similarities is both Warshow's and Bazin's 

goal, other critics focus on the differences within the repetition of the genre, 

acknowledging like Jim Kitses, that "the western is many forms" (68). These critics 

realize that pointing out the repetitive elements in a genre in fact enables them to 

spot change. In this approach, the relatively constant aspects ultimately sustain a 

reading of what is variable.3 Since the 1970s - the heyday of scholarship on the 

western - the majority of critics have realized that the elements and conventions of 

westerns are not simply replayed but always in play (Neale, "Questions of Genre" 

170). One western relates to another western in a constant interplay of repetition 

and variation. So the first step for a genre critic is to note resonances and 

differences. The subsequent step, and the crux of genre study, resides in making 

differences meaningful. 

In this chapter I will first clarify what is relatively constant in westerns in 

order to shed light on what is variable. Secondly, I will outline what is most relevant 

in my reading of westerns: exploring variable constructions of masculinity in order 

to read them "anew." 

Frontier Setting 

The western owes its name to its geographical setting, the American West, "down 

west of the Mississippi, south of the 49th Parallel and north of the Rio Grande" 

(French 24). The genre evokes the years between 1840 and World War I, with a 

preference for the period of the Great Settlement (1860-1890), when pioneers 

crossed the wide open plains to settle (small) towns. We should not, however, con

fuse the genre with the writing of history. The western is not a textualized recon

struction of a specific region and time but rather a conventionalized construction of 

this setting and period. So, when a famous western film such as John Ford's The 

Searchers (1956) opens with "Texas, 1868," this indication of region and year does 

not function as a historically authenticating reference but instead alludes to a 

generic convention. Tom Mix, the most popular cowboy-actor in the twenties 

before the advent of sound and famous for introducing showmanship in western 

films, pinpointed the difference between authenticity and convention when he said: 
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"The old West is not a certain place in a certain time, it's a state of mind. It's 

whatever you want it to be" (qtd. in Weston 290). 

As this quotation suggests, the western should not be regarded as the recre

ation of a verifiable topography (Mitchell 4) but rather as the production of an 

imaginary setting. The western is always about the "rewriting and reinterpreting" of 

the period of American settlement on the sole conditions that film and/or novel pro

vide recognizable imagery and a "mandatory quantity of violent incidents" (French 

24). This elasticity has made the western one of the most appealing and durable 

genres. Indeed, one of my central arguments is that the western has had such long-

lasting appeal because it has given rise to continual reinterpretations of a specific 

conflict, that between wilderness and civilization. The time period and location of 

the western provide a highly suitable imagery for the representation of this conflict. 

Over and over again, the western stages the clash between the "lawless" forces of the 

wilderness and the "civilized" people from the East dedicated to establishing law 

and order (Cawelti 38). The setting where this clash takes place can be called "fron

tier space," an "in-between" area. As soon as the forces of wilderness and civiliza

tion come together, the frontier starts to shift westward under pressure of the 

advancing wave of white settlers. 

The hero in a western is the man who violently intervenes at this vaguely 

delineated meeting point. The fact of his intervention in the frontier conflict is a 

relatively constant aspect of the genre, but the manner in which he intervenes is 

subject to change. Basically, the hero has two mutually exclusive options. On the 

one hand, the hero can aim to safeguard the "progress" of white settlement: he can 

ensure that the construction of railroad and stagecoach lines are not obstructed by 

villains or he can defend townspeople against attacks by Indians. On the other hand, 

he can critique and suspend the progress of civilization by himself becoming an out

law or by joining the Indians. 

Such flexibility provides the basis for the western's popularity in the twen

tieth century. The genre's locale presupposes an always present frontier between 

wilderness and civilization. Thexonflict around this frontier, however, invites actu

alizations that exceed its specific locale. In any period and in any culture, there may 

be people who want to escape what they regard as the galling bonds of society and 

yearn for wild freedom. American/European hypes of the 1990s offer contempora

ry examples. Many people undertake survival trips in the woods to escape the stress 

of everyday life, or they give themselves up to the adventurous excitement of bungy-

jumping. In any period and in any culture, there may also be people who think that 

civilization itself has run amok. Another recent example comes to mind: in the com

puterized society of the First World, citizens think they are witnessing an increase 

in "barbarous" leisure phenomena such as hooliganism and random violence. These 

instances suggest that the conflict between barbarity and the confinement of socie-
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ty is recurrent over time and across cultures, even as the specifics of it vary accor
ding to location and context. The genre of the western can meet the demand for 
actualization of this conflict, since the outcome of the clash at the frontier is only 
conventional, and hence, unfixed: the hero can intervene in variable ways and 
choose different options.4 

The "most ambitious investigation" (Mitchell n) into the moot question of 
the variations in the genre of the western is Will Wright's study Six Guns and 

Society: A Structural Study of the Western (1975). Wright relates differences in the nar
rative functions of various popular westerns to social-economic changes in 
American society. His study is highly acclaimed but has also met with serious criti
cism. In this study, Wright displays an eagerness to develop a consistent approach 
to genre criticism. His consistency, however, clashes with the fact that a genre is in 
constant flux. So Wright can only sustain his arguments by excluding several "unfit
ting" westerns from his corpus. The pitfalls of Wright's Six Guns and Society will 
function as a stepping-stone to developing my own arguments in this study 
regarding the inconsistencies of both genre and gender. 

Structural Study of the Western Genre 

In most westerns, it is customary for the hero to travel between positions inside and 
outside society. The cowboy is neither a full member of society, nor is he exclusive
ly committed to the wilderness. Inspired by Vladimir Propp's morphology of folk 
tales, Will Wright compares the hero with both villains and townspeople along four 
binary axes: "inside/outside society," "good/bad," "strong/weak," and "wilder
ness/civilization." His first step is to trace how the generic patterns change through 
time. In one phase, the hero rescues society and in another he remains an outsider; 
in one phase the townspeople are good, in another bad. Ultimately, Wright distin
guishes four different phases.5 Wright's second step is to argue that changes in a 
particular period of the genre correspond to contemporary social-economic 
developments in America. Hence, his basic contribution is to show that a text is not 
just an isolated phenomenon, but that it is related to a specific context. Wright's 
study, however, has five serious flaws: its strict delineation of the generic corpus, its 
neglect of comedy and parody, its side-stepping of European westerns, its assump
tion of a one-sided relation between text and context, and its blindness to gender. 
These flaws enable me to explain why masculinity makes a difference in genre 
analysis. 

Wright reads the plot structures of top-grossing western films in the period 
1930 to 1972. He limits himself to commercially successful films which earned 
more than four million dollars in the United States and Canada. He takes this 
amount as absolute, disregarding inflation throughout the decades. Furthermore, 
Wright's starting-date is rather arbitrary. While it does mark the advent of sound in 
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film, a critic such as Christopher Frayling laments the small selection this enforces 

(49). Wright's dating raises the first question regarding exclusion: Why does Wright 

neglect westerns of the teens and twenties? 

Wright's small selection does have a strategic advantage; he can ignore an 

extensive reservoir of divergent novels and films from earlier time periods which 

also have a western setting. In his study L'Alliance Brisée, devoted entirely to films 

of the 1920s, Jean-Louis Leutrat notes that when considering this decade we cannot 

speak about the western as a genre in itself. The word "western" was not in vogue 

as an indication of genre but instead was generally used as an adjective. Leutrat 

offers a list of descriptive labels used in the era of early cinema, such as "western 

romance," "western comedy," "western biographical drama," and "western melo

drama." The latter could be subdivided into "Civil War stories," "Indian pictures" 

and "Northwestern melodramas" (157-63). According to Leutrat, the alliance 

between westerns and comedy was particularly strong during the twenties.6 Only 

after this bond was broken at the end of the decade did the western receive 

recognition as a genre in and for itself. 

From this moment, stories about the American West became more and more 

standardized. Pulp novels, increasingly idealizing the cowboy, gained in popularity 

(Leutrat, Le Western 108). The cinematographic transition from silents to talkies, 

however, negatively influenced the production of western film. As a consequence of 

mechanical problems in using the new sound equipment outdoors, the popularity 

of western movies suffered from a temporary decline (Nachbar 131). Furthermore, 

the introduction of the double bill - two films for the price of one - due to the 

economic circumstances of the Depression demanded cheap production costs 

(Hardy 18). Because of such developments, there was a significant decline in the 

production of large-scale western films during the Depression era (1929-1935), 

while so-called pulp, in the form of both novels and films, flourished. 

As a result of these developments, western stories exhibited an increasing 

similarity. The period from 1932 to 1942 is now considered the boom of the "B" 

westerns, films with cheap production costs, resulting in poor quality camera work, 

speeded-up action, and high profits. In these B westerns, or "horse operas," the 

heroism of the lone stranger is occasionally emphasized by symbolic clothing. The 

colors black and white are used to represent evil and good, respectively. While the 

hero wears a spotless white Stetson and rides a snow-white horse, the villain is 

dressed in a black outfit and has a mustache (Fenin and Everson 186). The suppo

sedly common code of symbolic clothing heightened the idea that "all westerns are 

alike." 

By situating the start of his study in the thirties, just as one particular plot 

line is gaining dominance due to the standardization of the Depression era, Wright 

can ignore the huge variety of western films in the period before. He corre-
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spondingly terms the plot of the lone stranger who rides into a troubled town and 

cleans it up, winning the respect of the townsfolk and the love of the schoolmarm, 

"classical" (Wright 32). In this classical western, the hero invariably reflects one 

convention. He is good and strong, and he has a benevolent attitude towards socie

ty-

Wright's neglect of the period prior to the thirties has another accidental con

sequence. His classification gives the impression that genre formation is evolutio

nary. According to Wright's model, the major features of a genre are introduced 

during the first - classical - phase. In the next stage, these features might be slight

ly modulated but are above all respectfully imitated. In a final phase, the generic 

characteristics are put to new uses or even turned against their original purposes 

(Wesseling 22-23). I n Wright's final, professional plot, the western heroes no longer 

embrace the rules of civilization but instead refuse to adjust themselves to them. 

This evolutionary model is seriously contested by Tag Gallagher, who, I think cor

rectly, claims that the history of the western genre suggests a cyclic process of 

experiment, refinement, and self-critique rather than a linear evolution of these 

stages (252). Hence, he counters Wright's suggestion that the western genre has a 

specific origin and follows a gradual process of growth. 

Wright's concise description of the emergence and structure of the classical 

plot also raises another question of exclusion: What about comedy? Wright himself 

mentions Stuart Heisler's top-grossing film Along Came Jones (1945) which he has 

to remove from his list to safeguard the consistency of his method. His guidelines 

for reading popular plot structures are "the standard images" that define the con

ventions of westerns (Wright 14). Along Came Jones is a self-conscious parody of the 

standard image of the classical hero. Heisler's film reproduces, as Wright correctly 

indicates, the classical story exactly, except that the hero is an inept gunfighter (30). 

As a comedy, Along Came Jones is troubling to a structuralist classification, since the 

plot around the weak hero Melody Jones (Gary Cooper) is identical to a classical 

plot. Thanks to coincidental circumstances, to which I return later in the chapter, 

the course and ending of Heisler's film is essentially the same as that of classical 

westerns. Despite the hero's lack of shooting skill, the villain dies. The hero's 

(in)abilities, however, are utterly irrelevant to the classical outcome of Heisler's film 

despite the fact that Wright's description and analysis of plots emphasize that the 

hero's strength or sharp-shooting is of crucial importance. 

In a structuralist approach the homology between a narrative plot and the 

standardness of its images is presumed, while parody precisely problematizes such 

homology. Wright considers the strong hero one of the conventional features of the 

classical plot. In a western which conforms to this specific plot, the convention of 

the strong hero can be regarded as a kind of unconditional rule. This is only the case 

when the form of the hero's image is regarded as irrelevant and empty. For a struc-
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turalist such as Wright, form is already in place and a plot is inextricably bound to 

corresponding standard images: a classical plot structure by definition implies a 

hero with a predetermined image. The example of the comedy Along Came Jones 

shows that the notion of standard images is questionable, however, since their form 

ultimately does matter. In Wright's study, the structural link between standard 

images and plot via an (empty) form is such an unconditional one that the method 

of Six Guns and Society cannot cope with westerns that problematize this firm link. 

Along Came Jones is of interest since the film questions Wright's assumption that a 

classical plot necessarily requires a strong hero. The humor resides precisely in 

showing how a weak hero can also fit into a classical plot. 

Wright's method provokes a third question of exclusion: What about 

European westerns? Though Wright focuses almost exclusively on American 

westerns, he briefly considers Italian westerns in the process of commenting on 

Sergio Leone's The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (1967), one of the top-grossing films 

in America. This and other films by Sergio Leone are described as "just fill-in" 

Italian westerns, implying that Leone is simply copying a specific pattern from 

American westerns (Wright 14)7 

Wright's brief and superficial judgment does not do justice to the Italian 

westerns. In chapter ten I will analyze them as a remarkable intervention in the his

tory of the genre rather than as fill-in-the-gap exercises. More suspect than Wright's 

undeservedly negative qualification in itself, however, is the hidden motive behind 

the dismissal of Italian westerns. In his study, Wright's second step is to conclude 

that westerns seamlessly reflect American social conditions. This is hardly convin

cing in the case of Italian westerns, made in an utterly different social and histori

cal context. The American context is so all-encompassing for Wright, however, that 

he can only liberate himself from the necessity of rethinking his approach and con

clusion by minimizing Leone's films as "just fill-ins" lacking innovation or variety. 

For Wright, the contribution (or challenge) these films offer to his theory that the 

(western) text reflects (American) context is negligible. The American box-office 

success of Italian westerns, however, undermines this thesis of reflection. It is for 

this reason, I presume, that Wright prefers to overlook the specificity of cultural 

context when discussing Italian westerns. If he denies these films any significance 

at the textual level, Wright can save himself the trouble of considering any context 

other than an American one. To his method, a European context is irrelevant at best 

and awkward at worst. 

Besides the three questions of exclusion, Wright's study raises additional 

questions about the relation between text and context.8 Relying on Claude Lévi-

Strauss' work on tribal myths, Wright attempts to show that western characters -

because of their tense relationship with society - represent social types who "sym

bolically reflect" attitudes towards American social institutions (130). These 
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attitudes can always be translated into the conflict between wilderness versus civili

zation. Discussing one period, the 193040s, when according to the studies 

consulted by Wright many Americans thought that community life had to be rebuilt, 

he notes how the heroes in popular westerns from this period tend to support socie

ty. In the later 1960s when, Wright's sources suggest, many Americans seemed to 

detest the dull monotony of social life and preferred to withdraw into separate com

munities, the heroes in commercially successful westerns seem to display a disin

terest in society and persist in their existence as free outsiders. 

Fredric Jameson praised Wright for offering a structural method to explain 

the social and historical context of westerns. I offer a two-fold critique of Wright's 

method, however. First, his reading of plot structures fits too seamlessly with con

temporary contexts of social tension. On the basis of structural homology, he reads 

popular westerns as the faithful mediator of American social and political interac

tion. In his model, text and context correlate in a static way. The remarkable net 

result of his method is that he ultimately understands what the analyzed western 

texts mean and what their hidden significations are. The relation between the nar

rative order and the social order is one of symbolic reflection and, within this con

text, is presented as transparently clear. My second problem is closely related to the 

first one. It is hard to avoid the impression that Wright's implicit goal is to distill a 

context from textual readings. Tensions and their possible resolutions in westerns 

are transposed into a new order, that of social history. The constituting movement 

is unidirectional in Wright's study: a text is produced by its context. By looking into 

the mirror reflection of the text, we see the context as the original model. Instead, I 

would claim a relation of reciprocity between text and context: a popular text can 

itself also produce new contexts. Consequently, Wright's reflection theory can be 

exchanged for an interaction theory. This implies that a western does not just origi

nate from its context, but that a western, in turn, can also speak back to and affect 

contemporary debates. 

So far four debatable aspects of Wright's Six Guns and Society were indicated. 

Owing to his exclusion of early westerns, he presents a simplified picture of genre 

formation as an evolutionary model that follows a pattern from invention, to imita

tion, to modulation, to negation. He bypasses comedy and parody because these 

modes disturb the correspondences between standard images of the hero and plot 

structure. He disqualifies Italian westerns which may weaken his theory that 

westerns with American box-office success respond directly to an American social 

context. Finally, Wright implies that a western text is only a reflection of its context, 

and is thereby entirely dependent upon and derivative from that context. He does 

not take into account the possibility of reversing this dependency in line with a 

model of interaction. In the next section I will introduce the relevance of the con

cept of masculinity as an overarching theme in westerns that does allow such a 
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reversal. The discussion of masculinity can help to counter Wright's shortcomings, 

because the notion of masculinity is characterized by a variability that successfully 

addresses the flexibility of the western genre. 

The Nature of the Hero's Image 

In his Six Guns and Society, Will Wright presents the relationship between hero and 

society as a ciphered mirror of a particular period's social situation. His aim is to 

relate this message as faithfully as possible to American social-historical conditions, 

which provide the ultimate explanation for the popularity of a specific plot in 

westerns. In order to offer a faithful translation, Wright seeks to answer the 

question: What does the standard image of the hero/cowboy in westerns mean in 

terms of content? Is he strong or weak, good or bad, and what is his relation with 

society? Wright could not cope with comedy and parody because it meant that he 

would have to consider the form of the hero's standard image. Since Wright takes 

the nature of the hero's standard image for granted, he is blind to the role and sig

nificance of gender. 

The problem of gender becomes pertinent in his discussion of the hero's 

exceptional ability in King Vidor's classical western Duel in the Sun (1946). Wright 

very briefly addresses this problem, but then dismisses it as irrelevant. The hero in 

Vidor's film is not a man who excels in gunfighting, but rather the half Indian 

woman Pearl Chavez (Jennifer Jones), who has sexual strength (Wright 42). 

According to Wright, this difference is insignificant to his discussion. It is suffi

cient that Pearl Chavez satisfies Wright's function number 3 like all the male 

heroes: the hero is revealed to have an exceptional ability. The conformity to 

standard of the hero's image is for Wright an essential building block of his method. 

The specific nature of the hero's remarkable skill is subsumed by the hero's simple 

possession of that exceptional ability. Consequently, Wright disregards the 

difference between a gunfighting male hero and a female hero displaying sexual abi

lities, refusing to consider the impact of gender, and of masculinity in particular.9 

He thereby ignores that the male hero's attempt to prove himself a man is the essen

tial motive to fight the villain. On the basis of a scene from Owen Wister's influen

tial and best-selling novel The Virginian (1902), I will go so far as to propose that 

masculinity is in fact the fundamental anchor of the genre which cannot remain 

unanalyzed. 

One of the plots which receive considerable emphasis in the novel concerns 

the hero's amorous interest in Molly Wood, a schoolteacher from the East 

(Vermont) who has gone West (Wyoming). While she keeps stressing their 

opposite natures and their regional and cultural differences, the Virginian 

continues to find ways of attracting her attention, for example by reading the books 

she recommends to him. Though it takes some years, she finally agrees to marry 
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him. A day before the marriage, however, they have a serious quarrel. Molly has 

heard that the Virginian will meet his long-time rival Trampas in a gunfight. 

Trampas has uttered some remarks in public which are so insulting to the Virginian 

that he thinks he cannot avoid responding with his gun. Molly expresses her 

incomprehension about the Virginian's decision. She says she wonders who would 

regard him as a coward for refraining from a response to the public insults. Both his 

friends and enemies, answers the Virginian, although he insists that it is not for 

their benefit that he has got to do "this thing." No fear of outside opinion is 

involved in the cowboy's decision. Rather, he tries to explain, it has to do with his 

inner "nature." He tells her: 

"Can't yu' see how it must be about a man? . . . What men say 

about my nature is not just merely an outside thing. For the fact that 

I let 'em keep on sayin' it is a proof I don't value my nature enough 

to shield it from their slander and give them their punishment. And 

that's being a poor sort of a jay." 

She had grown very white. 

"Can't yu' see how it must be about a man?" he repeated. 

"I cannot," she answered, in a voice that scarcely seemed her own. 

"If I ought to, I cannot." (Wister 271) 

This conversation in Wister's turn-of-the-century novel, which contributed tremen

dously to the fame of the cowboy-figure, exposes two virtually incompatible per

spectives. In Molly's opinion, insults may hurt, but not so severely that they are 

worth a wildly violent, even life-threatening response. According to the Virginian, 

she is misreading the whole event. Trampas has not insulted him in order to hurt 

his feelings, but instead mocked him precisely in order to provoke a response. The 

backbiting itself is subordinate to the importance of violent reaction which implies, 

according to a code shared particularly among the men of the Virginian's commu

nity, a test of masculinity. Not answering insults means a withdrawal from the 

showdown, a clear-cut betrayal of male "nature." Whereas Molly tries to convince 

him to just ignore the slander, to stick to civilized norms, the Virginian overrules 

her objection with the question whether she cannot see "how it must be about a 

man." The question can be transcribed as: "Don't you know how men are supposed 

to react after they have been insulted?" Unlike most men, Molly is ignorant of the 

convention that personal affronts are only an excuse for a physical showdown. 

Ignorance of this convention and opposition to gunfights traditionally connote 

femininity in the western genre (Tompkins 144). In the eyes of man, a "woman" is 

too constricted by civilized values.10 

A refusal to fight will not be regarded as an admission of weakness but 
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worse. He will no longer be seen as a real man. In the eyes of both his friends and 
enemies, a man cannot back away from a gunfight, since it is proof, paraphrasing 
the Virginian's words, that he does not value his "nature" enough. The word 
"nature" is quite resonant here. The paraphrase implies that a man values his 
nature by engaging in a fair duel, considered by these men as the purest form of 
competition. In a gunfight, a man can prove himself individually, for he cannot hide 
behind anyone's back. In other words, in a shoot-out a man is supposed to reveal 
and prove the masculinity of his inner self. In compliance with this code, mascu
linity is assumed to have identifiable content. There is a straightforward way to test 
whether a man is a "real man": he understands an insult as an unambiguous 
invitation to fight and to beat his opponent. 

The Virginian is of interest, however, because the novel not only constructs 
the straightforwardness of such masculine heroism, it also simultaneously 
questions it. The representation of the actual showdown in Wister's novel is 
internally focalized by the Virginian who kills his opponent Trampas. Focalization, 
a term from narratology, denotes the importance of the question "who sees what?" 
in analyzing a scene. Focalization is the relation between "vision," the agent who 
sees, and that which is "seen" or perceived (Bal, Narratology 146). Let me clarify the 
relevance of the term by quoting the complete passage that describes the showdown: 

A wind seemed to blow [The Virginian's] sleeve off his arm, and he 
replied to it, and saw Trampas pitch forward. He saw Trampas raise 
his arm from the ground and fall again, and lie there this time, still. 
A little smoke was rising from the pistol on the ground, and he looked 
at his own, and saw the smoke flowing upward out of it. (Wister 274) 

Two levels can be distinguished in this fragment. Embedded within the all-encom
passing vision of the external narrator (first level) is the vision of the Virginian, the 
character-bound focalizer (second level), emphasized by verb forms like "saw" and 
"looked at." Reading the fragment, we realize that the vision of the internal agent of 
perception is limited. The external narrator could have expatiated on all the various 
movements, gestures, and events but when focalized by the Virginian, the show
down is represented only obliquely, and over almost before it began. The Virginian 
seems hardly aware of what is happening. He is almost hit by a bullet, but only feels 
a wind; only afterwards will he realize that Trampas' bullet must have almost 
grazed his arm. He does not seem to aim but he nevertheless sees his opponent 
pitch forward. Because smoke rises from his gun, he seems to feel reassured that he 
was the one who shot Trampas. After his victory, he hardly notices that he is sur
rounded by several male spectators who congratulate him. 

Scipio, one of the male onlookers, compliments the winning cowboy. In his 
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eyes, the Virginian's attitude during the shoot-out was a demonstration of 

mastership: "You were that cool! That quick!" (274). This difference in perception 

makes us understand the relevance of focalization as "already an interpretation, a 

subjectivized content" (Bal, Narratology 163). Focalized by the Virginian, the show

down is hardly a matter of cool calculation. Enmeshed in a whirl of excitement, the 

duel passes him by in a fraction of a second. By contrast, Scipio has observed the 

gunfight as an exposure of the Virginian's cold-bloodedness. 

The narratological concept of focalization helps us see an element which is 

easily overlooked in westerns. Masculinity only gains content as a textual construc

tion. In his discussion with Molly, the Virginian suggested that masculinity is 

innate in men. He decides to face Trampas because he values his "nature": he wants 

friends and enemies to perceive him as a real man. The representation of the show

down in Wister's novel, however, displays traces of confusion. In this passage, the 

Virginian is the embedded focalizer who hardly notices what befalls him. Although 

the Virginian does not fully realize this, Trampas drew first but missed him while 

he shot to kill his rival. Judging from the congratulations, but above all from 

Scipio's comment, his supporters suppose that the Virginian had everything under 

control as if he knew exactly how to act. His friends see him as he wanted to be seen 

beforehand: a cool man, fast on the draw. It is this characteristic which convention

ally makes a cowboy a real man. Whereas Wister's title hero seems to perceive his 

own way of acting as almost irresolute, his friend Scipio takes the gunfight as proof 

of the Virginian's strength of purpose. Juxtaposing the two perspectives, we see the 

relativism of the Virginian's cool heroism. 

Variability of Masculinity 

My reading of the showdown scene in The Virginian is meant to illustrate that mas

culinity in westerns is established in an interactive process, produced by the reac

tion of internal witnesses who appreciate the hero's firm attitude. Similar to the 

male spectators, Molly also plays an affirmative role. Initially she had threatened to 

leave the Virginian, but relieved by the result she embraces him and promises not 

to cancel the already announced marriage (Wister 275). Her indulgence functions as 

acknowledgment of his masculine status. This reinforces the point I am making 

that it is not the showdown itself which makes him a man, but the positive evalu

ation of other characters who have focalized his role in the showdown so favorably. 

The showdown scene in Wister's novel is intriguing for exposing and revealing the 

dependency of the construction of his heroism upon their perception. Since there 

are different ways of seeing and interpreting actions, masculinity can gain content 

in various ways. In this section I will give three (counter)examples of variability. 

I already mentioned Melody Jones, the sweet, inept gunfighter from 

Heisler's comedy Along Came Jones. In this western, Melody accidentally becomes 
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involved in a chase-and-hunt affair, because he is mistaken for the dangerous out

law Monte Jarrad (Dan Dureya). Realizing the mistake, Monte's girlfriend Cherry de 

Longpre (Loretta Young) assists Melody throughout the film. Near the end of 

Heisler's comedy, the outlaw Monte and his men take shelter in a house, while 

Melody, his wounded side-kick George Fury (William Demarest), two other men, 

and Cherry are hiding in the barn on the other side of the street. Both Melody and 

Monte then leave their shelter for a final confrontation. It seems to be an unequal 

match. After three well-aimed teasing shots that make Melody stumble and lose his 

gun, Monte warns that he will shoot his opponent's face. Suddenly, we see that 

Cherry has taken the rifle from George's chest. Standing behind Melody's back she 

shoots Monte through the forehead. Having killed her lover, Cherry kneels down 

near George and starts to cry. Melody, confused by the unexpected ending, enters 

the barn, thanks his partner George, who is still lying on the ground, and then 

faints. 

Because of the deadly incident, Melody is put in jail, but he is quickly 

released and receives the reward for killing the wanted criminal Monte. He gives the 

bags of money to George, presuming that his side-kick has saved him. But George 

says he does not deserve the money, because he was too injured to even move. Both 

men conclude that it must have been Cherry who shot Monte, although Melody is 

sure that she actually aimed at him. He brings the reward to Cherry's place and tells 

her that he does not blame her for her deed. She answers that it is not a disgrace to 

be saved by a woman. He makes clear that he does not believe she deliberately saved 

him from being killed: "I'm mighty glad you ain't a better shot than you are." When 

Melody leaves, Cherry takes a rifle and consecutively shoots each of the two reins 

Melody holds in his hands. She then shoots a third bullet straight through his ten-

gallon hat and explains: "That's just to show you that when I aim at something, I hit 

it. And when I hit something, that's what I aimed at." 

Melody assumed that a woman could not handle a gun, but to his utter 

amazement Cherry turns out to be a deadly accurate shooter. His belief is grounded 

in the necessity of seeing proof of her gun skills with his very own eyes. Cherry's 

qualities contribute to the humorous effect of Along Came Jones. A gunfighting 

woman is contrary to expectations: she is a comic exception to the rule that sharp-

shooting is a man's skill par excellence. The point of masculinity is related to this 

comic aspect. After Cherry's three well-aimed shots, Melody wanders back to the 

barn, faintly smiling. He is welcomed by George: "Don't tell me she missed you all 

three times." 

This remark implies that Melody did not win against Monte because Cherry 

accidentally picked the wrong guy, but that Cherry is an excellent shooter who real

ly had chosen Melody's side. He survived because he won the sympathy of his rival's 

girlfriend. Masculinity is not measured here in a violent confrontation between 
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men. His best pal George acknowledges that Melody is valued more favorably over 

another man by a (good) woman, and that this is what makes him a man, after all. 

In spite of the different constructions of masculinity, there is still a clear 

common ground between the traditional western novel The Virginian and the clas

sical comedy Along Came Jones. In both cases, masculinity is judged on a competi

tive basis. A friend recognizes the hero's masculinity because he is better than 

another man, either in his guise as gunfighter or in his guise as chosen lover. John 

Sturges' western film The Magnificent Seven (i960), my second (counter)example, 

problematizes the notion of intrinsic superiority itself. 

In The Magnificent Seven a hand-picked group of six experienced cowboys is 

formed to defend a poor Mexican rural village against the plunderings of Calvera 

(Eli Wallach) and his gang. The young adolescent Chico (Horst Buchholz) follows 

the group out of sheer admiration. After a first, indecisive confrontation with 

Calvera and his men, Chico suggests to some of the cowboys that a gun is the only 

thing on which they can depend and that it is their most valuable possession. Vin 

(Steve McQueen) answers in the affirmative. Then Vin, Chris (Yul Brynner) and Lee 

(Robert Vaughn) begin to reconsider the consequences of carrying a gun: There are 

no places they are tied down to, no people with a hold on them, no men for whom 

they step aside, no enemies . . . alive. The young Chico responds to their enumera

tion of these benefits with the comment that he likes their kind of arithmetic. The 

adolescent thinks that the cowboys have just counted their blessings, but he fails to 

recognize the irony in their statements which reveals that the sum total of their life 

is really zero. 

Chris tells Chico that when he was young the image of a cowboy was 

appealing to him also, but that he and his fellow-cowboys now acknowledge the 

shortcomings in their lives. Vin yearns to settle down and raise cattle somewhere; 

Lee has lost his nerve and fears the bullet in the gun that is faster than he is, and 

Bernardo (Charles Bronson) envies fathers for their courage to take responsibility 

for a family. Though grudging, the cowboys are too proud to resign and ultimately 

accomplish their task. Calvera and his bandits are defeated, at the cost of four dead 

friends. Overlooking their career, Chris and Vin draw a negative conclusion: "Only 

the farmers won. We lost. We'll always lose." Encouraged by the two cowboys, Chico 

decides to share his life with the young Mexican woman who is in love with him." 

The Magnificent Seven is not included here for its recommendation of the tra

ditional values of love and marriage as a worthy alternative to life as a cowboy. I do, 

however, want to seize the opportunity of contradicting the simplistic implication in 

this film that existence as a cowboy is only a rite of passage. It is suggested that a 

cowboy will start a family after he has sown his wild oats. I think we should not be 

lured into the trap of postulating a strict temporal order. While The Magnificent 

Seven treats the stages of cowboy and family man as separate phases, I believe they 
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are interwoven: in a relationship or marriage, a man officially gives up his unbound 
status, but that action precisely enforces the dominance of the idea of limitless free
dom. The desire to be a cowboy can be a child's desire, but also a parent's. 

Sturges' film is introduced here for the way it reveals that cowboys are 
trapped in an endless cycle of victory, enmity, freedom, and fear for the bullet that 
will kill them. The deadly recursivity of their existence is initially not acknowledged 
by other characters such as Chico and the farmers. To them, the cowboys are mag
nificent, indeed. But the cowboys explicitly articulate the frailty and nullity of their 
sturdy heroism. Otherwise Chico would have continued to foster an idealized belief 
in a competitively based masculinity. At this point, there is a clear difference 
between The Magnificent Seven and The Virginian. The title hero of Wister's novel 
wants to be seen as a man who values his nature by engaging in a showdown; and 
the response by internal witnesses suggests that he is seen as such. In Sturges' film, 
the cowboys disrupt such a correspondence. They reflect upon their lives and then 
argue that they no longer want to be seen as the competitive heroes Chico thinks 
they are. They insist in telling the young man that it is wrong to see them as heroes. 
They are misfits and every victory only blinds them for their constant losses, since 
the list of their enemies increases by the day. 

Masculinity can manifest itself in different forms, but so far I did not sug
gest how these varieties can be read in different contexts. In other words, I did not 
yet historicize masculinities. Only in subsequent chapters will I address a question 
such as: How does Wister's novel comment upon turn-of-the-century notions of 
American masculinity? For the moment, I merely want to imply that history does 
matter in understanding changing constructions of masculinity. To reinforce this 
implication, I will briefly frame the use of the cowboy figure in John Schlesingers 
Midnight Cowboy, my third counterexample. This film won the Oscar for best 
picture in 1969. 

Without contextualization, the cowboy reference in this film hardly makes 
any sense. Strictly speaking, Midnight Cowboy is not a western. At best, it is an anti-
western, since the main protagonist is a simpleton cowboy from Texas, Joe Buck 
(Jon Voight), who goes East, the opposite direction of the search for American man
liness in westerns. Set in contemporary America, Joe wants to become a hustler for 
women in big city New York, but dressed in a cowboy outfit he makes little money. 
A woman disdainfully addresses him as "longhorn bull." At one point in the film, 
the sickly vagabond Ratso Rizzo (Dustin Hoffman), with whom Joe establishes an 
intimate but non-sexual relationship, angrily tells Joe that his dumb cowboy crap is 
"strictly for fags." Shocked, Joe exclaims: "John Wayne, you're not telling me he was 
a fag?" 

The question whether or not (cowboy-)actor John Wayne, the most famous 
embodiment of postwar American masculinity, was a homosexual, is not what 
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interests me here. Nor is a possible answer given in the film, since Ratso chooses to 

remain silent in response to Joe's outburst. What appeals to me is a shift in per

ception, which is historical in nature. In the 1950s, even the slightest suggestion 

that John Wayne or any other cowboy(-actor) was a "fag" - a label of contempt for a 

man who seems sissy and lacks toughness - would have been unthinkable in a main

stream film. The association between cowboys and homosexuality can only occur in 

a historical context that follows the 1950s and/or retroactively looks back upon this 

decade. 

In the late sixties, when Midnight Cowboy was made, films representing gay 

and hustler subcultures began to command a substantially broader audience. 

According to Michael Moon, questions about "what it means to be a real American 

and a real man" had become central preoccupations in the sixties' culture, partly 

brought on by the controversial involvement of the U.S. in Vietnam. One of the 

ways to refract these questions was through the figure of the male hustler (27-28). 

Until the sixties, tough American masculinity had conventionally been imaginative

ly located in the rural West. Midnight Cowboy, made at a time of booming metro

politan centers, follows an opposite strategy. The film takes the cowboy out of the 

country and sets him down on the streets in New York as male prostitute (Moon 

29). 

This new setting is inappropriate for the figure of the cowboy-turned-hustler. 

Joe still considers himself a tough guy, popular among women. He thinks his mini

mal success at hustling is only due to his lack of proper management. Only late in 

the film, after an invitation to a party of "whackos" (Ratso's words) by Viva (playing 

herself) - one of the central figures in Andy Warhol's underground scene - does Joe 

realize that a western outfit in the big city may be odd. In the métropole, he is not 

seen as a natural tough man, but as a queer fish. Leaving New York for Miami with 

Ratso, he concludes that he is not a hustler and discards his cowboy clothes. 

Joe Buck is a character who presupposed that the figure of the cowboy - and 

John Wayne as the model cowboy - is self-reliant and self-sufficient, anytime, any

place. In this respect, Joe Buck is the reverse of the cowboys in The Magnificent 

Seven who relativize their own heroism, even though an adolescent boy looks up to 

them. In his cowboy clothes and with his Texan origin, Joe identifies with the tra

dition of the cowboy as the rugged individualist. Initially, he cannot understand that 

people may see him as anything other than a cool, tough, and good-looking stud. He 

hopes to make a fortune, because he assumes that his image is attractive to rich 

women. Hence Ratso's suggestion that cowboy crap is "strictly for fags" is so 

shocking to him. Midnight Cowboy shows that the cowboy's masculinity is not a 

transhistorical and eternal value, but related to and limited by time and setting. 

Even when a cowboy still considers himself as "quite a swell," in the context of 

urban 1960s America he can become a pathetic, dated figure. Precisely because he 
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is out of step in New York, Joe is welcome at a party organized by the city's sexual 

outlaw culture. Conventionally, the cowboy is closely associated with the frontier 

between wilderness and civilization. In the urban context of Midnight Cowboy, 

however, he is associated with the frontier between heterosexual and homosexual 

identities. 

Conclusion 

A formulaic genre like the western consists of a typical set of characters (cowboys, 

sheriffs, villains) in a number of stereotypical settings (prairie, small town in the 

American West). A western, through repetition and variation, tells familiar stories 

of violent conflicts between gunfighters in the frontier space between wilderness 

and civilization. Repetitive elements enable me to spot differences from one 

western to another. An influential, though limited approach to reading these 

differences is Will Wright's Six Guns and Society. His structuralist study is devoted 

to reading standard images and variable plot structures in relation to changes 

within an American social context at the cost of acknowledging the full flexibility of 

genre. In order to counter the shortcomings in his study -the suggestion of a linear 

evolution of the genre, the neglect of comedy/parody, the side-stepping of a non-

American context, the blindness to gender - I argue the value of reading masculini

ties in westerns. My scrutiny of concepts and issues that relate to masculinity will 

focus attention on features that were irrelevant to Wright's structuralist approach. 

The (counter) examples functioned as a blue-print for this study, hinting at the 

crucial role of focalization, comedy/parody, the murderous rat-race of inter-male 

competition, and cultural-historical contexts. 

Masculine heroism is a central issue in the western, because masculinity is 

closely implicated in the conflict between wilderness and civilization, but above all, 

cause masculinity is a motivation behind the showdown - the climactic moment in 

the plot of the western. In the duel with another man, the cowboy can prove his 

tough heroism for everyone to see. While the event of the shoot-out is decisive for 

the construction of heroism, the notion of masculinity is of importance to the full 

narrative trajectory of the western, as the next chapter will show. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Tenderfoots, Women, and Boys "See" the Hero 

with Their Imagination 

In this chapter I will put forward three deliberately naive, though initially useful, 

assumptions about westerns in order to challenge them in later chapters. The first 

assumption is that the narrative structures of traditional, or classic, westerns are 

completely interchangeable, irrespective of their historical period. In my analysis of 

four well-known traditional novels - two written after the turn of the century and two 

published around 1950 - I shall emphasize the many shared textual features 

employed in the construction of so-called tough masculinity. In the following chap

ter one determinative textual variation will be explored, a narratological one, which 

enables me to note a difference in historical context. 

The second assumption derives from Jane Tompkins' thesis in West of 

Everything that the western is essentially an anti-feminine genre. Tompkins argues 

that the emergence and popularity of the western reflects a male revolt against a 

female-dominated culture. Lee Clark Mitchell makes a similar, though less boldly 

stated, claim in his study Westerns. He suggests that the genre's recurrent rise and 

fall has broadly coincided with times of "interest [in] feminist issues, moments 

when men have invariably had difficulty knowing how manhood should be 

achieved" (152). However, while broadly accurate, Tompkins' and Mitchell's 

hypotheses about the anti-feminine impulses in westerns cannot be considered 

universally applicable. In fact, in subsequent chapters of this study I will argue that 

masculinity does not exclusively gain content in opposition to femininity or as a 

defensive response to feminist issues. In contrast, the distinction between mascu

linity and femininity is messier than a mere binary opposition. By examining the 

figure of the cowboy I intend to show that the problem of masculinity is not so 

much the fear and threat of feminization but rather the impending realization that 

masculinity is caught up in the inherent inconsistencies of its own constructions. 

The third assumption is the idea that the cowboy is an active subject, owing 

to his violent participation in the showdown. This idea complies with Laura 

Mulvey's split between active/male and passive/female (19), which is the basis of 

psychoanalytical accounts of "sexual difference." The concept of sexual difference 

derives from feminist scholarship of the 1970s that was influenced by 

psychoanalytic rereadings of Freud's "distinction" between the sexes.1 In her 

seminal essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" (1975) Laura Mulvey made 

sexual difference a core issue. In establishing the affinity between film theory and 
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psychoanalysis, she posits that pleasure in film, folk-tale, and myth is provoked 

when readers/spectators are encouraged to identify with the active, male hero's 

point of view.2 In this process, masculinity and femininity become effects of identi

fication. The problem for Mulvey with both Freudian accounts and narrative cinema 

is that femininity is only second best. Psychoanalysis and (Hollywood) film are both 

grounded in (male) stories of active, masculine imagination. Hence, psychoanalysis 

and film are geared towards the masculinization of the male as well as the female 

subject/spectator. In Mulvey's analysis of feminine passivity and subordination, 

masculinity is, albeit criticized, legitimized as a fate to be accepted.3 

In the male version of the psychoanalytic scenario, sexual difference is pro

duced the moment the absence of a penis on the part of the girl/woman is 

considered meaningful to a boy/man. The assumption of female castration is horri

fying for the boy/man, who consequently feels forced to deny or disavow his 

knowledge. Roughly speaking, the denial can take two forms: projection and 

fetishism. The boy/man can refuse to recognize a feature in himself and project or 

attribute it (on)to another person or thing. In the case of fetishism, he fails to recog

nize an unwanted feature in the other. A fetish is usually an inanimate or partial 

object (such as a piece of fur or a foot) that conceals the boy/man's uncertainty over 

female lack: she is and is not castrated. As a consequence of this doubt, the boy/man 

oscillates between the knowledge of her lack, which implies her inferiority to his 

superiority, and the denial of castration, which is a reassuring thought in itself. In 

this discussion of the castration complex, conventional femininity is aligned with 

lack and masculinity is constituted by the failure to accept female castration. 

In psychoanalytic accounts of sexual difference, the boy's narrative vision 

dominates. The boy/man sees the girl/woman as the unknown and castrated other 

in order to construct his own desired identity. In conventional westerns, however, 

this scenario is slightly modulated. On the level of content the psychoanalytic 

scheme of active/male and passive/female is reproduced in westerns, since the male 

hero usually engages in a fight. But on the level of form the western genre and psy

choanalysis relate to each other as a photograph to its negative. In conventional 

westerns, the man is not the "bearer of the look" (Mulvey 19), but he is the 

focalized object of feminized or emasculated characters. These characters "see" the 

hero with their imagination, with the subjective and delusive vision that is a crucial 

condition of fetishism. Focalized by them, the hero is perceived as an idealized 

figure of masculinity. Despite the difference in textual form, the perception that the 

hero bears no "lack" has a close analogy to the account of masculinity in psycho

analysis. There are also other ways of "seeing" the western hero, however, as I will 

outline in the course of this study. These other possibilities question the exclusive 

working of fetishism and short-circuit the correlation between the western genre 

and the conventional psychoanalytical scenario of "male plenitude versus female 
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lack." 

This chapter has the function of a necessary detour: here, shared conven

tions and textual similarities will dominate my readings of four traditional novels 

while later chapters will elucidate the differences among westerns. The assumption 

that traditional western novels are all alike, that the western is an anti-feminine 

genre by definition, and that the genre conforms to a presumed binarism of sexual 

difference will only be provisionally entertained in this chapter. 

Manhood versus Masculinity 

Before constructions of masculinity in westerns will be examined, I will briefly his-

toricize the term "masculinity" in an American context. In his study Manhood in 

America: A Cultural History, Michael Kimmel describes the shift from the signifier 

"manhood" to "masculinity" that takes place in the United States at the end of the 

nineteenth century (119-20). "Manhood" had been the primary term used to name 

the inner qualities and maturity associated with an adult male, and was defined in 

contrast to "boyhood." By the turn of the century, a new concept - "masculinity" -

was gaining currency as a term applied to a set of behavioral traits and attitudes 

associated with males and contrasted to a new opposite, "femininity." Unlike man

hood, masculinity required (and still requires) constant demonstration and reaffir

mation. 

According to Jane Tompkins, the title hero of Wister's novel The Virginian is 

so terribly stubborn about pursuing a fight with Trampas in order to explicitly coun

ter his girlfriend Molly's wish that he desist. By fully carrying out his plan, he can 

"demonstrate his independence from and his superiority to women" (Tompkins 

144). Tompkins offers biographical material on Wister's tense relations with his 

mother to sustain her reading. Lee Clark Mitchell, on the other hand, frames his 

analysis of the novel historically. He suggests that The Virginian offers a "muted 

resolution" to male, middle-class anxiety about the strong development of woman's 

suffrage, a central issue at Wister's time (Mitchell 114). In addition, Mitchell argues 

that The Virginian could become the best-seller of 1902 and a perennial favorite for 

years thereafter in part because it celebrates "nostalgic escapism into an exclusively 

masculine West" (118). 

The significance of the West in American history is only fully acknowledged 

since the famous historian Frederick Jackson Turner read an influential paper at the 

Chicago World's Fair in 1893. His paper implied a close match between a male 

adventurous spirit and American identity. Until then, American history had predo

minantly been understood in terms of the country's European origins and institu

tions. According to Turner's thesis, whose fame would spread in subsequent 

decades and peak in the mid-twenties, the expansion westward provided a more 

alluring perspective from which to (re)write history. American identity was 
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inscribed in the pioneers' attempts to dominate and settle an ever retreating fron

tier. As the pioneers went West and crossed the Allegheny Mountains dividing 

coastal Virginia from West Virginia, these over-mountain men became estranged 

from the people in the East, still rooted in European traditions. Simultaneously, the 

pioneers were careful to keep a barrier between themselves and the Indians whose 

land they conquered. In Turner's paper, "Americanism" gains content as an in-

between identity: white pioneers sandwiched between the people of the Eastern 

seaboard still identifying themselves with Europe and the Indians of the West. 

Turner's paper "discovering" the significance of the frontier was presented, 

significantly enough, at the precise historical moment that the closing of the 

American frontier was announced. Very quickly, Turner's thesis came to sustain a 

more general sense of male regret about the loss of a special type of man associated 

with the frontier, the Self-Made Man. Michael Kimmel notes that by 1900, a distinct 

decrease was noted in the numbers of American men owning their own shops and 

farms and controlling their own labor as a consequence of the rapid industrializa

tion and urbanization of the past decades. These developments "created a new sense 

of an oppressively crowded, depersonalized, and often emasculated life" (83). It also 

meant a farewell to the American ideal of manhood as an autonomous and self-con

trolled identity and social role. Wister's The Virginian becomes particularly signifi

cant in such a context of widespread yearning for the Self-Made Man who had tamed 

the wilderness. The Self-Made Man disregarded the feminizing comforts of modern 

life to which urban citizens submitted themselves. 

Although Wister's novel does not unabashedly recommend the vanishing 

Self-Made Man, the representation of the Virginian can certainly be seen as a revi

val of the rugged individualist.4 There is relatively little action in Wister's novel, but 

the hero is nonetheless remembered as a man of deeds.5 Lee Clark Mitchell 

suggests that one of the reasons for the conception of the hero as a "man of action 

rather than one of deliberation" resides in the form of narration (119). While 

Mitchell limits himself to this brief suggestion, I would like to further reflect upon 

the narrative structure of Wister's novel and of three other well-known western 

novels. 

In The Virginian the story is alternately told by an external narrator and a 

character-bound narrator from the East who is unfamiliar with the customs of the 

West. This so-called tenderfoot is so unacquainted with the habits of men in the 

West that most of what he sees is unfamiliar, even puzzling. Focalized by this 

novice, the Virginian becomes a hero who is marvelous in almost every respect. The 

fact that the hero predominantly appears as a focalized object is a common element 

among the four traditional, well-known western texts I will discuss: Owen Wister's 

The Virginian (1902), Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage (1912), Jack Schaefer's 

Shane (1949), and Louis L'Amour's Hondo (1953).6 This common element enables 
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me to argue more broadly that within the genre of the western as a whole, mascu

linity is the effect of narrated vision rather than of masculine action. 

The Hero as a Strange, but Good Guy 

The tenderfoot-narrator's introductory description of the Virginian immediately 
sets the tone for the image that will dominate the rest of the novel. At their first 
encounter, the narrator recognizes in the hero's movements "the undulations of a 
tiger, smooth and easy," who ropes a pony without any sign of exertion: "I did not 
see his arm lift or move" (Wister 13). The tenderfoot-narrator describes the 
Virginian in a doubly-admiring fashion. On the one hand, the hero reminds him of 
a tiger, on the other, the hero's gestures are utterly restrained and minimal. The 
association with a dangerous but tameable animal linked to an attitude of coolness 
is characteristic of the nature of the Virginian: a man who conceals his potential for 
wildness beneath an appearance of calmness. 

This initial observation of the hero's smooth, graceful, and controlled move
ment is conventional in traditional westerns. In Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage 

several bystanders watch Lassiter dismount by reaching the ground in one long, 
peculiarly quick, step (8). The title hero of Jack Schaefer's book Shane, seen through 
the eyes of the child-narrator Bob Starrett, sits easily in his saddle making an 
"effortless, unthinking adjustment to every movement of the tired horse" that sug
gests the rider's "quiet power" (2). Angie Lowe in Louis L'Amour's novel Hondo is 
struck by the hero's movements; although he is exhausted, he remains always casu
al, always lazy (12). 

The horsemen from these novels are regarded as men of patience and 
endurance, full of strength of purpose. These characteristics reveal themselves not 
only in the men's movements but in their physique, facial lineaments, and aura. 
Bob Starrett reads endurance in the lines of Shane's "dark figure" (Schaefer 2) and 
notices a "kind of magnificence . . . in the very air of him" (4; emphases mine). Jane 
Withersteen recognizes features of the range rider in unchangeable set of Lassiter's 
face that comes from years of silence and solitude (Grey 8), or in the drawing power 
of his eyes (9). Angie Lowe tries to grasp the puzzled feelings that Hondo provokes 
in her. There is something inside him that makes her think that a woman cannot 
change this man (L'Amour 25), for she has the feeling that he is a man who knows 
himself, knows his strength and his weakness (27). Molly Stark Wood, the heroine 
of The Virginian, realizes that her fortress is shaken by a force unknown to her 
before. She relates it to the way the Virginian can look, when the cold lustre of his 
eyes grows hot with internal fire (Wister 88). 

These men make impressions which cannot be described in "objective" 
terms. They radiate an aura of dominance and energy in their faces, eyes, attitudes, 
and features which are recognized by the characters that focalize them. The feelings 
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the women Molly Wood and Angie Lowe have about the protagonists are presented 

as facts about the men's nature. Wister's novel provides another description of the 

hero which is a mixture of an eyewitness-account and a subjectivized vision. After 

the Virginian has finished his talk with a man called Uncle Hughey, he turns to the 

male tenderfoot-narrator: 

He walked toward me, and I saw that in inches he was not a giant. He 

was not more than six feet. It was Uncle Hughey that had made him 

seem to tower. But in his eye, in his face, in his step, in the whole 

man, there dominated a something potent to be felt, I should think, 

by man or woman. (17) 

Like Shane, who is not very tall either - a bit above medium height, almost slight in 

build (Schaefer 2) - the Virginian is moderate in length, not more than six feet. This 

is the only quality described "objectively" in this quotation from The Virginian. 

Nevertheless, the male narrator recognizes "something potent" in the approaching 

man that he thinks people can hardly miss. A power in this man is felt that cannot 

be described in terms of physical size or other external characteristics. The 

Virginian is only presented in a subjective way, but the narrator's impression is con

veyed as being so self-evident that he assumes that everyone feels the hero's supe

rior powers. While the quotation does not elaborate on what that "something 

potent" the Virginian radiates might be, it seems improbable to the narrator that 

anyone will not perceive the hero as a potent man. 

Despite the recognition of such unarticulated power to dominate in these 

heroes/horsemen/cowboys, they are not seen as threatening by the persons who 

focalize them. The male narrator from Wister's novel feels immediately at ease with 

the large stranger, although the cow-puncher does not want the narrator to be fami

liar with him. The narrator concludes that this "handsome, ungrammatical son of 

the soil had set between us the bar of his cold and perfect civility" and that, of the 

two of them, the hero emerges as the better gentleman (Wister 18). Lassiter, in 

Riders of the Purple Sage, enters as a flesh and blood deus ex machina in response to 

Jane's cry for help, an answer to Jane's prayer for a fearless man who will rescue her 

from a dangerous situation (Grey 7-8). In these moments of utter distress, fear of 

the unknown man is a feeling that simply cannot occur to Jane: the rider is imme

diately imagined as a savior and a good guy, although she will later also fear him as 

a man who sheds blood (62). 

In the different circumstances of the Starrett family and of Angie Lowe and 

her young son Johnny, the impressive newcomer is not considered a threat either. 

Both Shane and Hondo foreground this point. According to Bob's mother, in 

Schaefer's Shane, the title hero's gentleness covers something mysterious and dan-
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gerous underneath. Bob's father agrees with her that he is dangerous all right, but 

not to them and adds: "In fact, I don't think you ever had a safer man in your house" 

(9). In L'Amour's Hondo, Angie Lowe scrutinizes Hondo upon his arrival: "The 

more she saw of this man, the more she was impressed by his strangeness. Yet 

oddly enough, she felt safer with him here" (12). 

This feeling of reassurance that the hero radiates through his wild, myste

rious, and powerful appearance is typical in these well-known traditional American 

western novels. He does not really have to win the trust of the focalizing characters, 

but is regarded as totally trustworthy and faithful from the start. One passage from 

Schaefer's Shane, when young Bob reflects on the title hero, is very instructive in 

this regard: "He was a man like father in whom a boy could believe in the simple 

knowing that what was beyond comprehension was still clean and solid and right" 

(17)-

The boy is not really bothered by not being able to fathom Shane's character, 

for he is sure that what escapes him still embodies goodness. In other words, from 

what he has seen thus far, he cannot imagine that the stranger might be a bad guy. 

The hero, in turn, does not betray the confidence that is put in him. These westerns 

keep alive the adage that first impressions never lie: the hero is what he looks like. 

When Molly shows her great-aunt a picture of the Virginian, displaying him full 

length "in all his cow-boy trappings, - the leathern chaps, the belt and pistol, and in 

his hand a coil of rope," Molly implies that "he's exactly like that" (Wister 152). 

So far, we can consider the hero in a double sense. In one respect he is 

straightforward: he is interpreted as a man whose nature cannot be changed -

"immovable as a wall of stone" (Grey 120) - and who can be considered almost 

unconditionally trustworthy. In another respect, he triggers feelings of ambiguity: 

strange, but comforting; (often) not particularly tall, but powerful; rough, but 

gentle. These considerations result in a paradox: the hero is what he appears to be 

and yet not. In L'Amour's novel he is described as "no different than other men 

. . . yet he is" (63, ellipsis in original). Similarly, Shane, like his father, is an 

ordinary farmer "[y]et you always felt in some indefinable fashion that he was a man 

apart" (Schaefer 34). 

The characters see a rather ordinary man in front of them but concrete obser

vations offer too limited a scope for adequately characterizing him. His appearance 

triggers in his audience the sense that they are seeing a "man" in the gendered 

sense of the word. There is something special about him which makes him a man, 

a perception that is inescapable yet undemonstrable. In the next section I will point 

to the impact of the hero's voice and attitude in moments of increased tension to 

further explore this special quality. 
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Equation between Appearance and "Being" 

One of the utterances that has become a landmark in the genre of the western is the 

Virginian's "When you call me that, smilel" (Wister 28). The Virginian issues this 

order to Trampas during a game of cards. Trampas has just told the Virginian: 

"Your bet, you son-of-a-" (28). The tenderfoot-narrator is disturbed by the scene, 

because when Steve, a friend of the Virginian, had used the same "term of heaviest 

insult" the Virginian had taken no offence (20). On the contrary, the title hero in 

Wister's novel seemed to consider Steve's "son-of-a-" "plainly complimentary" (20). 

The Virginian, however, does not permit Trampas to use the same epithet, as the 

tenderfoot-narrator senses when he hears the Virginian's response: "Yes, the voice 

was gentle. But in my ears it seemed as if somewhere the bell of death was ringing; 

and silence, like a stroke, fell on the large room. All men present, as if by some mag

netic current, had become aware of this crisis" (28). 

Most striking in this scene is the unanimous recognition of the Virginian's 

voice as indicating a threat, even though it sounds gentle. The Virginian's comment 

makes a strong impression on all men present, not because of the words 

themselves ("When you call me that, smile!"), but because of the way he utters these 

words. The passage reveals a paradox: the Virginian's voice is gentle, but the tone of 

the voice makes it impossible to understand his words as anything but a threat. He 

succeeds in creating an atmosphere of dread with a civil voice that connotes aggres

sion, proving to everyone that he does not tolerate Trampas' insulting term. 

Shane's voice has a similar power to impress people. When he arrives at 

Grafton's saloon, he asks two men sitting on the porch where he might find 

Fletcher, the big farmer he has planned to kill. The two men "looked at each other 

and at Shane. One of them started to speak. 'He doesn't want -' Shane's voice 

stopped him. It slapped at them, low and with an edge that cut right into your mind. 

'Where's Fletcher?'" (107). 

Shane's words effect an uneasy stirring among the two men, who in 

response bunch together to push through the saloon doors. The tone of his voice has 

made it clear that Shane is deadly serious. When Shane enters the saloon, the whir 

of the guests' voices dies down. In the saloon Shane meets Stark Wilson, the gun

man hired by Fletcher. Wilson is measuring the new guest, but Shane's face does 

not show fear "but a kind of wondering and baffled reluctance And then there 

was no escape, for that gentle voice was pegging him to the immediate and 
implacable moment" (no). 

Although Shane sticks to a gentle voice, he nevertheless removes any confu

sion about the earnestness of the situation. The hero's utterance is not open to mis

construction: he is ready for a fight. Apart from the voice, however, the attitude, 

eyes, and other features can also express the unmistakable intentions of the hero in 

moments preceding a showdown. Like the tone of his voice, his appearance evokes 

0 
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only one possible explanation: a man has entered the scene to fight. An example 

from Grey's novel, when Judkins reports to his former boss Jane about the con

frontation between Lassiter and three of Judge Dyer's men, is a good illustration: 

Nat'rully I looked back to see what hed acted so powerful strange on 

the Judge. An' there, half-way up the room, in the middle of the wide 

aisle, stood Lassiter! All white an' black he looked, an' I can't think of 

anythin' he resembled, onless it's death. . . . He stood sort of stiff, 

bendin' a little, an' both his arms were crooked, an' his hands looked 

like a hawk's claws. But there ain't no tellin' how his eyes looked. I 

know this, though, an' thet is his eyes could read the mind of any man 

about to throw a gun. (229-30) 

Throughout the novels the hero may be a man connoting strange wildness, a man 

beyond comprehension, a man in whom "something potent" dominates. The 

embedded focalizers do not, however, know exactly how to measure this 

"something." In a situation of increased tension, on the contrary, there is no doubt 

how to read the hero's appearance, the tone of his (gentle) voice, his attitude, or his 

eyes. One can be sure that action will occur, unless one chooses, like Trampas in the 

beginning of Wister's novel, not to respond. In such moments when the hero is 

serious, everybody recognizes his seriousness, without mistaking his appearance 

for comradely behavior. When the Virginian is about to face Trampas at the end of 

the novel, all the men he passes are deeply convinced that this walk will not lead up 

to a friendly exchange, for no one says a word to him. As their taciturnity suggests, 

all the male onlookers, unlike Molly, seem to know "how it must be about a man" 

(Wister 271). 

When Molly hears rumors about the coming showdown, she tries to 

interfere with the course of events (see chapter one). Her attempt is doomed to 

failure because she misjudges the stubbornness with which the Virginian holds on 

to a logic which is to become aconvention of the genre: when a man has to act, he 

is committed to action and any (woman's) attempt to change his mind only 

reinforces his determination. Angie Lowe, by contrast, knows this logic. She recog

nizes that Hondo may be a killer, but also that "a man must live as he must. There 

were things a man must face and things a man must do that no woman could under

stand, just as the reverse was true" (L'Amour 87). 

Molly in The Virginian, however, despite her attempts to understand her 

lover's arguments, is ultimately unable to grasp this specific idea of masculinity. 

This becomes clear at the showdown, the occassion where boasting is countered by 

deeds. In this conventional construction, the showdown has become a serious mat

ter for serious men. It is the moment par excellence in a traditional western when the 



48 screening cowboys reading masculinities in wes 

special nature of the hero is no longer merely suspected via a conflation of observa

tion and imagination, but is fully revealed and proven: the hero is the fastest draw. 

This revelation, however, is in some cases already anticipated in the moments prior 

to the showdown. In Zane Grey's western, Jane tells the hero: "Lassiter, ƒ do love 

you\ It's leaped out of my agony. It comes suddenly with a terrible blow of truth. You 

are a man! I never knew it till now. Some wonderful change came to me when you 

buckled on these guns and showed that gray, awful face" (226). 

In this novel, Lassiter's guns function as a token of his manliness. In the one 

moment that he does unbuckle his heavy cartridge-belt, he appears to Jane to be 

"shorn of strength, defenseless, a smaller man." She then "buckled the belt round 

his waist where it belonged" (215). Within the context of the traditional western, her 

judgment reflects the general sensibility. When Lassiter confronts three of Judge 

Dyer's riders amidst a crowd of people, his appearance with his gun casts a chill 

over the entire room. One observer, Judkins, goes cold to his very marrow, and 

when Lassiter uses his gun, it is impossible to observe how he drew, for he was as 

Judkins tells "quicker'n eye-sight" (230). 

This is the climax traditional westerns work up to: (embedded) focalizers 

may see and imagine "something potent" in the hero's outlook, but he is only fully 

acknowledged as a "man" when the whole of his appearance speaks unconditional 

earnestness, that is, when he is ready to use his weapon. In those moments of recog

nition, cold silence reigns as the prelude to the sound of firing guns. Schaefer's 

novel is most explicit about this. Bob is less puzzled about Shane's presence than 

about the fact that he does not carry a gun (36). When Shane does handle an old pis

tol, however, it "seemed alive, not an inanimate and rusting metal object, but an 

extension of the man himself" (44). While Shane appears to be a man like his 

father, Bob has always felt that the stranger was apart. When Shane moves on to set

tle the score with Fletcher and his men, Bob looks at him with belt, holster, and gun. 

These accoutrements reveal the man Shane truly is: 

These were not things he was wearing or carrying. They were part of 

him, part of the man, of the full sum of the integrate force that was 

Shane. You could see now that for the first time this man who had 

been living with us, who was one of us, was complete, was himself in 

the final effect of his being. (101) 

Something had been amiss, but watching the stranger with his weapons has 

revealed to Bob that now, for the first time, his appearance can be equated with his 

essence. As soon as the boy sees Shane's hand closing around the grip of his gun, 

he knows that the cowboy is made complete by wearing his weapon. 

To consider a gun complementary to a man and a man complementary to a 
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gun is not, within the genre of the western, a terribly surprising conclusion: it is, as 
most people know, one of the fundamental pleasures a western has to offer its main
stream audience. I can also, already, draw a second conclusion about these tradi
tional western novels that likewise is crucial yet unsurprising. To the embedded 
focalizers, the strange hero may be mostly incomprehensible, but they interpret his 
presence as reassuring from the start: he is a clean, solid, and good man. The 
clichéd symbolic clothing of the B western film heroes of the thirties and early for
ties, whose white clothes visibly point to their goodness, emphasize the convention 
that the hero can be considered trustworthy simply on the basis of his outfit and 
appearance. In the traditional western novels discussed here, embedded focalizers 
who from the beginning recognize the goodness of the heroes - that is, read their 
external features correctly - function to legitimize the heroes' final deadly actions. 
The stereotypical code of symbolic clothing, however, can also function as a substi
tute for or complement to the viewpoint presented by focalizing characters. Since 
the hero is wearing white, he must be the good guy. This means that he is right in 
shooting his opponent.7 

There is a third conclusion to be drawn, and although this may be as straight
forward as the other two, it is an important one: the hero is conceived as ordinary, 
yet different. His special nature exposes itself at the point that he must face a male 
rival in the showdown. At first sight it is the hero's appearance that triggers the 
focalizers' imagination of the cowboy as a real man. Only in the final, decisive gun-
fight, however, does the hero fully reveal his masculinity. In the showdown, the 
focalizers' vision is retroactively confirmed: the cowboy not only seems a man, but 
he truly is a man. When Bob, in Schaefer's novel, recognizes that Shane is con
stantly alert and watchful, the young boy "came to realize that this was inherent in 
him, not learned or acquired, simply a part of his natural being" (42). 

This passage is exemplary of the way masculinity is constituted in conven
tional westerns. A character-bound focalizer recognizes something in the hero's 
face, attitude, voice, or in the way he closes his hand around the grip of his gun. The 
distinguishing feature of the hero in the above passage is his wary watchfulness. 
Subsequently, the focalizer comes to regard this quality as an ultimately natural and 
accurate reflection of the hero's "being," which is invariably masculine. 

I am gleaning the term "being" from Schaefer's novel (42,101) and am using 
it in a slightly different way than the related concept "identity." "Identity" gains con
tent in a particular process that openly betrays traces of its construction. "Being" is 
generated when such traces are erased; "being" creates the illusion that identity is 
not constructed, but completely natural and inherent. In the case of the narrative 
passages analyzed in this chapter, the cowboy's appearance is a direct and unme-
diated reflection of "being." The hero's gunfighting offers proof of "being" that has 
already been anticipated by his appearance. In the shoot-out, he establishes himself 
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as the man whom the embedded focalizers already imagined him to be. 

Embedded focalizers imagine the hero's appearance as average yet indefina

bly special. He is not just seen as impressive but, above all, believed to be 

impressive. However, and this is a fourth conclusion, it is useful to consider what 

kind of embedded focalizer is most likely to believe in the hero's powerful 

appearance prior to its public and universal acceptance after the showdown. In 

moments of increased tension, when violence is about to break out, everyone reads 

the hero's serious intentions. All men and women are capable of recognizing the 

attitude of the genuine gunfighter. In Riders of the Purple Sage, the seven male 

opponents of Lassiter are relaxed when the hero Lassiter arrives until he drops his 

sombrero, makes a rapid movement, arms bent and stiff, with the big black 

gun-sheaths swung forward. When they then also hear his name, the seven men 

turn pale and slink off (Grey 11-12). 

In moments of relaxation, however, the hero is only focalized as special qua 

appearance by a tenderfoot (in The Virginian), women (in The Virginian, Riders of the 

Purple Sage and Hondo) or children (in Shane and, to a minor extent, Hondo). All 

these characters are, in advance, excluded from potential rivalry with the male pro

tagonists. Hence, they are presented as personages who are willing to believe 

simply on the basis of the hero's appearance - that is, to see him with their imagi

nation. Significantly, their sense of the hero's mere presence as impressive - while 

they still lack knowledge of his "being" - already points to a conceptualization of 

sexual difference based upon the notion that the male hero has "something" which 

they do not have. To sustain this argument, let me quote once more from a passage 

in Hondo where the title hero is focalized by Angie Lowe: 

Yet he was a man who shielded his loneliness as he did all his 

feelings. He was ruthless, as ruthless with himself as he would be 

with others. Oddly, despite his strangeness, she felt more at home 

with him than she ever had with anyone else. . . . She walked back 

inside and glanced in the mirror, straightening her hair. Her heart 

was beating strangely, . . . That might be i t . . . that might be the thing 

that disturbed her so. He made her feel like a woman. He made her 

feel. . . yes, that was it. She blushed into the mirror. He made her feel 

like a female. (19, third and fourth ellipsis in original) 

Hondo's appearance in this passage is ruthless and strange on the one hand and 

comforting and reassuring on the other. Puzzled by his paradoxical appearance, 

Angie's judgment of him slips into an evaluation of herself. The moment that Angie 

glances into the mirror, she begins to differentiate her own appearance from that of 

Hondo's and from the "being" that she has read from his appearance. When she 
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sees herself, her confusion is to a large extent solved. In response to the surplus of 

strange familiarity she attributes to Hondo, she defines herself as a "woman" and 

"female." Owing to Hondo's arrival, she sets herself off against her previous, as yet 

unfeminine, self. Observing herself, she recognizes her womanhood, which, as the 

quotation and the course of the novel imply, is the corollary of his ruthless manli

ness. He is strange, for he is (sexually) different from her. At the same time, he is 

comforting, because he is as a man complementary to her - as a woman. 

In Freudian accounts on the distinction between the sexes, the woman func

tions as a projection screen for the man. Focalized by the boy/man, the girl/woman 

figures as his castrated other. Hence, he imagines himself as superior to the 

woman. In L'Amour's western, the other side of this account is shown, with a cor

responding reversal of roles. Here the man is represented as the screen of the 

woman's projection. However, his appearance does not endow her with feelings of 

superiority, but of disturbance. She produces a self-image of herself as a woman, 

accentuating Hondo's image as a man. 

Interaction between Heroism and Space 

The eyes and imagination of character-bound focalizers complement each other. 

Before the hero proves himself a man in the gunfight, the focalizer already sees him 

as one, literally and figuratively. Belief in his heroism guides the interpretation of 

his appearance as masculine upon first sight. Several signs sustain this belief, such 

as his easy movements or the power of his eyes. A further indicator that I have not 

yet mentioned, however, is the hero's spatial resonances. Jane Tompkins pointed to 

the significance of wide open spaces in the western. According to her, the interac

tion between hero and landscape is a defining feature of the genre (81). She argues 

that to be a man in the western is to "seem to grow out of the environment" (73). 

The narrative trick is to show this "growth." The narrator's second description of the 

Virginian in Wister's novel offers an emblematic example: 

Lounging there at ease against the wall was a slim young giant, more 

beautiful than pictures. His broad, soft hat was pushed back; a loose-

knotted, dull-scarlet handkerchief sagged from his throat, and one 

casual thumb was hooked in the cartridge-belt that slanted across his 

hips. He had plainly come many miles from somewhere across the 

vast horizon, as the dust upon him showed. His boots were white with 

it. His overalls were gray with it. The weather-beaten bloom of his 

face shone through it duskily, as the ripe peaches look upon their 

trees in a dry season. But no dinginess of travel or shabbiness of 

attire could tarnish the splendor that radiated from his youth and 

strength. (14) 
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The narrator draws two conclusions from the appearance of this tall man from 

Virginia. His sunburnt face suggests that he is a man who lives in the open air. The 

dust on his clothes indicates that he must have traveled a long way, though he does 

not show any traces of exertion or fatigue. This can be considered a recurrent 

feature in the traditional westerns under scrutiny. On the basis of external signs the 

hero is imagined as an outdoor man, living in the free, unbounded countryside. In 

Grey's novel Riders of the Purple Sage, Jane Wifhersteen watches Lassiter whose face 

has the red burn of the sun, approach from the horizon, silhouetted against the 

western sky (8). In Jack Schaefer's book Shane, Bob Starrett watches Shane's 

progress "far down the road where it swung into the valley from the open plain 

beyond" (i). The dust of long distances saturates Shane's clothes, from which all 

traces of newness have long since been erased (2). In Louis L'Amour's novel Hondo, 

the hero's "buckskin shirt, seasoned by sun, rain, and sweat, smelled stale and old. 

His jeans had long since faded to a neutral color that lost itself against the desert" 

( i ) -

Angie Lowe further observes that Hondo's boots are worn and scuffed (13) 

and she notes signs of use and wear on both the holster and the polished butt of the 

Colt (12). The hero's tan, dusty clothes, and worn weapons suggest to the (embed

ded) focalizers that he is a man roaming the wide country who, like Lassiter in 

Riders from the Purple Sage, has "come from far" (Grey 8). Despite his wandering life, 

however, the focalizers uncover no signs of exhaustion in his appearance. 

Of the four novels under scrutiny, Louis L'Amour's Hondo, about a man who 

has "come to terms with the land in which he lived" (v), most fully exploits the link 

between heroism and space. Hondo is introduced as someone capable of reading 

space: dust on the horizon tells him that he is being followed and also that he has 

been seen (1), his many years in the wild country have taught him innumerable 

devices to hide his trail, and he measures distance by the stars (5). He shares these 

qualities with the Apaches, who are completely familiar with the land and with 

whom he once lived for five years. 

Unlike the Indians, however, Hondo is not identified exclusively with wide 

open space, as becomes clear in the early passages focalized by Angie Lowe. She 

lives at a small ranch with her six-year-old son Johnny in Apache country after her 

husband has deserted her. The peacefulness of her home notwithstanding, she has 

always been frightened. Once Hondo arrives, however, the wind that always terrified 

her, sounds comforting (28). Similarly, when Hondo returns later in the novel, the 

heavy rain no longer seems a threat, but makes the house feel cozy and warm (132). 

Hondo appears to her as a reassuring mediator between the threatening space 

outside and her home. 

Moreover, Angie, whose husband has left her, thinks it an advantage that 
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there is a man in the house to educate her son. She tells Hondo that her son loves 

her, but that she is a woman (136) - meaning that Johnny needs a father with whom 

he can identify and who can teach him "man things": Hondo has to fill in the 

(empty) space in the boy's (and mother's) fantasy. Although he is so much a man of 

the country, he is also eager to move into the house in order to teach Johnny the 

ways of the desert and the mountains. The wanderer Hondo returns indoors with 

the intention of transforming the son into an outdoor man, thus leaving his mark 

on the boy. Whereas access to the house is forbidden to the Indians and access to 

the wide open spaces is no option for Angie, Hondo is the occupant par excellence of 

frontier space, and the ideal man to prepare Angie's son for the same outdoor-

indoor existence. 

The hero is not only associated with wide open space, however, but also has 

transgressive qualities. He is the hero because of his unique ability to occupy fron

tier space, which makes him an apt mediator between wilderness and civilization. 

Moreover, sexual difference too comes to be articulated via the cowboy's mediating 

position. This difference is fully played out in the romance between the hero and 

heroine. According to Jane Tompkins, westerns can be seen as a conservative reac

tion against both popular women's novels and women's invasion of the public 

sphere. This reaction is compatible with her claim that turn-of-the-century westerns 

repeat, inversely, the narrative patterns of domestic and sentimental fiction 

(Tompkins 39). Her argument has considerable force and is born out in the roman

tic encounters of Wister's and Grey's novels, which are less characterized by ten

derness than by rudeness and violence. Jane Withersteen, in Grey's Riders of the 

Purple Sage, loves Lassiter the moment that she sees his manliness most clearly 

exposed via his buckled guns and his "gray, awful face" (226). Some time later she 

hears his silver-clinking step announcing his arrival "with thrilling new emotions in 

which was a vague joy in her very fear of him" (232). 

During one of the Virginian's first encounters with schoolmarm Molly 

Wood, he predicts: "You're going to love me before we get through" (83). Molly does 

in fact finally agree to marry him, a decision that is described as her "surrender" to 

the Virginian (256). The ultimate romantic moment in this western, then, is quali

fied as the heroine's subjection to the male protagonist. Unlike nineteenth-century 

sentimental fiction, turn-of-the-century western novels exhibit a narrative pattern in 

which the heroine's position becomes increasingly inferior the further the 

"romance" develops. 

The heroine's increased love for the hero is accompanied by a recognition, 

not to say proof, of his maleness as the binary opposite of her femininity. The hero

ine's love can be interpreted as her acquiescence to her feminine status and a cele

bration of the link between the hero's masculine status and the space that sur

rounds him. This pattern becomes clear in a representative passage which Molly 
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focalizes, following her agreement to marry: 

She looked at him, and knew that . . . [h]e was not now, as through his 

long courting he had been, her half-obeying, half-refractory worship

per. She was no longer his half-indulgent, half-scornful superior. Her 

better birth and schooling that had once been weapons to keep him at 

his distance, or bring her off victorious in their encounters, had given 

way before the onset of the natural man himself. She knew her cow

boy lover, with all that he lacked, to be more than ever she could be, 

with all that she had. He was her worshipper still, but her master, too. 

Therefore now, against the baffling smile he gave her, she felt power

less. . . . She looked from her untamed man to the untamed desert of 

Wyoming, and the town where she was to take him as her wedded 

husband. (256) 

This passage is important not so much for its documentation of the shift in 

mastery from Molly to the Virginian, but for its revelation of what this shift brings 

about. Molly is identified in a positive way (superior, better, victorious) as a result 

of her birth and schooling. Her features are interpreted positively, but they are a 

matter of luck and class-based opportunities. Born to a wealthy family, Molly has 

acquired "good" manners and "decent" habits, whereas the Virginian is qualified as 

a rugged outdoor-man. Moreover, because of her upper-class origins, she has had 

easy access to school. Her ability to read and write, in contrast to the Virginian's 

initial illiteracy, is a consequence of being offered the chance. The reference to birth 

and schooling emphasizes that Molly owes her initial superiority to her family 

background. 

In this passage, the Virginian is initially identified with lack because he is 

not endowed with the "weapons" of good birth and schooling. Nonetheless, the ulti

mate conclusion is that he is more than Molly can ever be. It is crucial here that this 

whole passage is focalized by Molly herself. By looking at him, at this untamed man 

with his baffling smile, she realizes that, regardless of her own characteristics, she 

is no match for him. She gives way before the onset of the natural man himself. She 

recognizes in his smiling appearance seemingly inherent qualities of naturalness, 

which are linked to his placement within an environment that perfectly matches his 

character. She sees him as the untamed man against the backdrop of the untamed 

desert. His presence radiates, for her, a self-evident dominance which has nothing 

to do with luck or opportunities, but simply with his presence and his close 

accordance with the space around them. The Virginian's mastery is subjectively per

ceived as baffling, untamed, natural, because, unlike Molly who initially had plans 

to return to Vermont, he is in harmony with the Western land. The term "untamed" 
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as such does not establish a well-argued relation between his characteristics and his 

superiority, but within this wide open space it nonetheless resonates forcefully. 

The above passage which describes a woman's love for, or rather her surren

der to, her man is intriguing in three respects. First, it contains her acknowledg

ment of the shift in dominance from her to him. Secondly, it is structured by a shift 

from describing Molly's cultural assets to the Virginian's natural ones. Thirdly, and 

most importantly, it articulates space as the fundamental ingredient enabling and 

instigating the shift in dominance. Natural space is essential in this western 

because it affords the hero a mediating function. On the one hand, the Virginian is 

easily associated with the wide open plains, because his untamed nature 

corresponds to the untamed environment. On the other hand, he is not to be iden

tified exclusively with wild space. Within civilization he is a comforting barrier 

against the threats of space. In short, he occupies what I earlier called frontier 

space. This means that he can move between civilization and a landscape that is 

explicitly non-artificial because it is open to the vagaries of nature and untamed by 

white civilization. This feature of movement, not attributed to other characters, 

fuels the focalizer's belief in the hero's masculinity. 

In the western, space becomes a mechanism for sexual differentiation. The 

specific interaction between heroism and landscape marks the hero's masculinity as 

natural.8 One of the "man things" that Hondo teaches Johnny in L'Amour's novel is 

to accentuate this naturalness via his clothes: it is foolish to wear "bright, shiny 

stuff' on your clothes or to ride a white horse; that is only "for sissies, townsfolk" 

(143). To the extent that the hero fulfils the condition that he naturally blend into 

the outdoor spaces in which he moves, he will be recognized as a real man. 

Becoming What a Man Already Is 

In the four western novels under scrutiny, the hero may initially make a paradoxi

cal impression on other characters with regard to his appearance, voice, and/or eyes 

but they nonetheless already imagine him as a man at this early stage. His ability to 

occupy frontier space only fortifies the belief in his natural manliness. Prior to the 

gunfight that universally establishes the hero's masculine "being," however, there is 

first a phase in which the focalizer's imagination is put to a serious test. 

In between the hero's introduction and his showdown, the protagonist is 

often physically wounded. Generally as a result of a fight with opponents, the 

hero's body is distorted and pressed out of shape (Mitchell 160). When the title hero 

is attacked by Indians in The Virginian, Molly finds his body lying "slack and piti

fully helpless" with a "patch of blood near the shoulder" (Wister 189). Such disfi

guration would seem to contradict the equation between appearance, space, and 

natural "being," the constellation constituting masculinity. In his study Westerns, 

however, Mitchell makes a convincing argument in his fine chapter "A Man Being 
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Beaten." He elaborates the ways that the hero's disfiguration is not only compatible 

with, but virtually essential, to conventional heroism. The male protagonist is phy

sically punished only in order subsequently to convalesce into that which he has 

always been. His pain and injuries mark a rite of passage towards his recovery. This 

rite of passage is a meaningful temporary phase: it allows one to see the hero 

recover. Thus, paraphrasing Mitchell, the hero becomes what he already is (174). He 

may be tortured and disfigured but he always recovers his essential shape. The nar

rative function of disfiguration is precisely to display the hero regaining his good 

old figure, reaffirming its inherent naturalness. 

There is an additional element to the hero's recovery. In The Virginian, Shane 

(where the protagonist is wounded in a barroom brawl), and Hondo (whose prota

gonist is tortured by Apaches) the beaten title hero is cured because of the tender 

care of a woman. As Mitchell points out, the woman serves as a catalyst to the recre

ation of the hero's body. Without her presence, his convalescence fails (179). 

Mitchell's analysis, however, would have been strengthened had he elaborated on 

his brief comment that the hero is nursed back to health thanks to a "restorative 

female 'gaze' at the male body" (179). Mitchell's failure to define the term "gaze," 

leaves his interpretation incomplete and weaker than need be. I will therefore try to 

think through his promising initiative. 

The activity of the woman's actual looking at (the healing of) wounds is 

emphasized in all three novels: 

[Molly in The Virginian] saw the patch near the shoulder she had 

moved grow wet with new blood . . . (Wister 189) 

[Marian Starrett in Shane] was looking at Shane's cheeks where the 

cut was healing into a scar . . . (Schaefer 82) 

[Angie Lowe in Hondo] looked down at the blistered and swollen hand, 

the lacerated wrists, the bloody shirt. (L'Amour 129) 

The women in these fragments, however, see more than just wounds and more than 

an enfeebled man. In Shane, Bob witnesses his mother Marian Starrett working on 

the hero's head, which seems to pain her more than him, and hears her describe 

Shane as magnificent, cool, quick, and dangerous (Schaefer 79). In Hondo, the 

Apaches bring the tortured hero to Angie Lowe's ranch and ask her if this man is 

her husband. She looks at the man whose eyes "were glazed with suffering and 

weariness. She could see that something was terribly wrong with his hand. But she 

noticed nothing, only that it was Hondo Lane, and that he had come back" (L'Amour 

128-29; emphasis mine). 

She sees his pain, but she also denies it. She fails to recognize his injuries. 

She has dreamt of Hondo's return so intensely that she is blinded to the severity of 
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his condition. In other words, she sees him with her imagination rather than with 

her eyes. She subsequently tells the Indians that Hondo is her husband (though he 

is not) and nurses him back to health. 

A similar denial of a man's physical injuries takes place in The Virginian. 

After Molly has found the motionless body of the Virginian, she guides the severe

ly wounded hero to her room. She sees that he is ill: 

[T]he whole body, the splendid supple horseman, showed sickness in 

every line and limb . . . His head sank flat, and his loose, nerveless 

arms stayed as she left them. . . . He was cold, and she covered him to 

the face, and arranged the pillow . . . And now she looked at the head 

upon the pillow, grave and strong but still the head of splendid, 

unworn youth. (Wister 193) 

The Virginian's condition is clearly terrible but Molly has not lost faith in his splen

didness. She still believes in the Virginian as the man he was - and will be once 

again. Her belief in the image of the hero's adequacy, an image derived from his 

prior appearance, can now only be present because she does not look closely at his 

current appearance. For those who "see" as thoroughly as Molly does, the image of 

the hero's essential splendidness, once discovered, remains vivid irrespective of 

external circumstances. 

The women in these three western novels are helpful in restoring the heroes 

back to health for two reasons. They are good at nursing and they help him by con

stantly "seeing" more in him than there is physically to be seen. They observe his 

wounds and simultaneously they deny them by accentuating his magnificence and 

coolness, by emphasizing (the return of) the man himself or by continuing to see 

him as a splendid and unworn man. In the process, they conform to Octave 

Mannoni's famous formulation of fetishism: "I know very well [that the man is a 

total wreck] but nevertheless [I see his adequacy]."9 

Within classical psychoanalysis, female fetishists are considered an oxymo

ron, since in Freud's works fetishism emerges as a male defense against woman's 

castration. In Freud's classical case, the fetish is a substitute for the (woman's) 

absent penis. However, an obscure passage from Lacan suggests otherwise. In "The 

Meaning of the Phallus" he revises Freud's understanding of fetishism: "[The 

woman] finds the signifier of her own desire in the body of the one to whom she 

addresses her demand for love. Certainly we should not forget that the organ actu

ally invested with this signifying function takes on the value of a fetish" (84). 

On the basis of this passage, Kaja Silverman notes that the male penis itself 

can assume the status of fetish and that the position of the fetishist is then 

occupied by the female subject. Reading Henry Levin's postwar film The Guilt of 
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Janet Ames (1947), she suggests that fetishism can emerge as a feminine denial of 

male castration (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 119). In Lacan's rewriting of Freud's 

castration complex, he re-introduces the century-old notion of the phallus. In 

Lacan's accounts, the phallus has a linguistic-symbolic component and a 

visual-imaginary one. Lacan is criticized by feminist critics for not clearly distin

guishing between the two (e.g. Brennan, Chanter, and Silverman). According to 

Silverman, there is a good deal of slippage in Lacan's accounts of the symbolic and 

imaginary phallus. Strictly speaking, the phallus as understood within a linguistic-

symbolic framework (discussed in chapter four) should efface sexual difference, 

since by definition no one can possess the phallus. As a result of slippage between 

discussions of the symbolic and the imaginary phallus, however, sexual difference 

is reaffirmed. 

The linguistic phallus is described as an unrepresentable signifier while the 

imaginary version always and inevitably refers to the penis (Gallop, Thinking 

Through the Body 124-132). Lacan is criticized for reading the (imaginary) phallus 

through "the image of the penis" and thereby turning the penis into the anatomical 

referent of the phallus (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" 89). The equation between 

penis and imaginary phallus is relevant in understanding the concept of female 

fetishism. In "The Meaning of the Phallus," Lacan indicated that the phallus "can 

only play its role as veiled" (82). The veil implies that something is concealed from 

our human eye. The phallus fills in or compensates for that which is hidden. In the 

case of female fetishism - woman's denial of man's castration - the phallus, for 

which the penis is the visual counterpart, is considered fully present, although there 

is nothing to see. 

This concept of female fetishism is relevant in the "convalescence" scenes in 

the three westerns.10 It is easy to imagine the hero as a man when one witnesses his 

victory in the showdown. But during his illness, his visible wounds present him as 

an injured man whose status as man is under intense pressure. The woman is 

fetishistic in imagining him as a man nonetheless and refusing to acknowledge that 

his manhood has been stripped from him. To paraphrase Silverman in her reading 

of female fetishism in The Guilt of Janet Ames: woman "sees" the phallus even when 

face to face with male castration (Male Subjectivity 113). Her unbroken belief in his 

strength helps him to become the man that he already was. The hero's disfiguration 

marks a rite of passage which actually is not one at all. Even when seemingly cas

trated, he is still "seen" by the female fetishist as corresponding to phallic man

hood." 

Conclusion 

In Stuart Heisler's classical western comedy Along Came Jones, the male characters 

initially refuse to believe that the woman is the accurate and cool-headed shooter 
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who has saved Melody's life by killing his opponent. She has to demonstrate her 
skill with a gun again before the men are convinced of her role as savior. Sexual dif
ference is written in the form of a comedy: the men really had to see with their very 
own eyes in order to believe what they considered either impossible or fortuitous. 

In the four western novels analyzed in this chapter, embedded focalizers play 
a crucial role in the cowboys' construction of masculinity by "seeing" the hero with 
their imagination. The narratives are structured around the question "what is a 
man?" The answer is implicitly given by a tenderfoot, woman, or child: "Look at that 
cowboy, and you see the answer. He is a man who is a man." Mediated by their 
vision, the hero's appearance can be considered phallic. They assume the presence 
of positive assets even on the basis of signs which contradict such an assumption. 
Whether the cowboy is tired, tough-looking, or wounded, the focalizers regard his 
appearance as anticipating his good, masculine "being." The hero's victory in a 
showdown is only proof that the focalizers' impression was correct. Moreover, the 
hero's association with frontier space further confirms his masculinity as natural, 
as does his clothing which fades into the landscape. 

The four western novels were discussed as if they were interchangeable. Of 
course, to some extent they are, for countless other generic texts explore a com
parable repertoire of conventional themes and stock motifs, implying that they 
influenced each other. In the next chapter I will dwell on the influence of historical 
differences in shaping the ways the texts are focalized. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Western under Pressure from the 

Domestic Mystique 

The philosopher and critic of popular culture Slavoj Zizek considers George 
Stevens' classic western film Shane (1953) the "paradox" of westerns (Looking Awry 

113). Following Schaefer's 1949 novel closely, the film exhibits a clear split between 
its narrative structure and historical context. The narrative structure of Shane can be 
described as conventional or, in Zizek's words, as "pure and simple" (113). A good 
stranger defends a group of friendly farmers against an unscrupulous rancher who 
has hired some evil gunfighters. Stevens' film became a huge success, however, in 
a period film scholars consider uncongenial to such a simple plot structure. The 
split between plot and historical context provokes two questions which I will answer 
in the course of this chapter. First, why was conventional heroism in disgrace in the 
fifties? Second, how could Shane become an instant hit while going against the 
grain of contemporary cultural and narrative conventions? 

Michael Kimmel notes a crucial difference between constructions of mascu
linity at the turn of the century and in the fifties (256-57). In the late nineteenth cen
tury men resisted cultural "feminization" by turning their backs on urban, middle-
class society. They nostalgically embraced the myth of Self-Made Manhood as it was 
(re) created at the frontier, a premier token of the pioneering American spirit. This 
myth, rigorously defended by Theodore Roosevelt, United States president from 
1901 to 1909, produced the historical context for the popularity of Wister's and 
Grey's novels. As a young man, Roosevelt suffered from asthma and frailness, taken 
as marks of his "effeminizing sickness." Owing to outdoor activities in the West, the 
"wimpy dude" overcame his physical troubles and "made his body." Throughout his 
life he prided himself on his "strenuous manhood," identifying himself with the 
symbolically resonant figure of the frontier cowboy (Kimmel 181-83). While histori
cally this figure had all but vanished by 1900 - as Wister mentions in his preface to 
the reader (11) - in the domain of representation the frontier cowboy had only begun 
his rise to unprecedented prominence. 

By the 1950s, however, white working-class men's resistance to domestica
tion and their celebration of the frontier cowboy altered dramatically. No longer 
were they men who were exclusively preoccupied with toughness and who honored 
the ideal of Self-Made Manhood. Rather, according to Kimmel, they seemed "willing 
participants in their own emasculation" (257). In the fifties, the predominantly rural 
ideal of working-class masculinity was exchanged for the hegemonic "soft" mascu
linity of white middle-class suburbans. Steven Cohan's Masked Men supports 
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Kimmel's argument. Comparing the period around 1900 to the post-World War II 

period, he states: "What was 'new' about hegemonic masculinity in the fifties was 

its full absorption into . . . 'the domestic mystique'" (50). 

With a wink at Betty Friedan's well-known study The Feminine Mystique 

(1963) elaborating women's literal and metaphorical confinement in American 

society, Cohan uses the phrase "domestic mystique" to name the cultural pressure 

on men, particularly as expressed in mainstream movies of the fifties, to become 

good husbands and fathers. Cohan argues that many of these films insist upon a 

"'soft' masculinity as the foundation of an orderly, responsible home life" (xii), per

sonified in the image of The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, the white, heterosexual, 

suburban breadwinner, who functioned as the "logo of the age" (xi). This construc

tion of white middle-class masculinity was located in a "hierarchy of competing 

masculinities," (xviii) embodied by the bachelor, the tough guy, the racialized alien, 

or the handsome young rebel. According to Cohan, these latter versions were either 

marginalized, made complicit with, or subordinated to the figuration of the white-

collar laborer (xviii). 

A question immediately arises as to the relationship between masculinity as 

embodied in the image of the frontier cowboy - "hard" masculinity, in Cohan's 

terms - and this ideal of male domestication and white-collar labor. Cohan's answer 

is that the western hero's hard masculinity, which in the postwar period lost pride 

of place within hegemonic discourse, was "made complicit with the interests" 

served by the norm of the domestic mystique (xviii). Whereas the breadwinner ethic 

regulated domestic life, tough masculinity was still required in the fifties as the 

standard for America's foreign Cold War politics (xii). Hence, the western hero 

functioned as a "'tough' conservative partner" to the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit 

(38). 

In this chapter I will analyze the problems and mediations surrounding 

Cohan's proposal of the cowboy's complicity with the domestic breadwinner ethic. 

Shane is contrasted with two western films from the early fifties, both of which con

tain cross-fertilizations from another genre. These impure westerns testify to a post

war crisis in conventional, that is, hard American masculinity. Shane can be seen as 

an attempt to recuperate this crisis. Subsequently, I will consider a second crisis in 

tough manliness that is also historical in nature. In the late 1950s, as Steven Cohan 

mentions, Cary Grant makes a comeback as Hollywood's quintessential leading 

man (27). A popular actor since the 1930s, usually cast in romantic roles, Grant was 

a star who tended to playfully celebrate theatricality over authenticity (32). For 

Cohan, Grant is an actor who reminds spectators that any figuration of manliness 

is always grounded in representation. His renewed box-office prominence in the 

late fifties underlines American men's declining faith in natural masculinity as it 

was conventionally propagated in westerns. 
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This historical preference for theatricality over naturalness is at odds with 

the conventions of the western genre, in which the second term is privileged. My 

claim is that comedy is used to mediate the preference for theatricality. Two scenes 

from fifties westerns will be analyzed that present comic, exaggerated masculine 

appearances. In these scenes embedded focalizers no longer "see" the hero favora

bly with their imagination, but threaten to suspend their belief in the cowboy's (too) 

tough appearance. The more extensively a cowboy takes pains to maintain a tough 

virile appearance, the more his masculinity reveals itself as constructed rather than 

natural. Focalizers may interpret the cowboy's posture as exaggerated boasting, as a 

result of which the cowboy risks becoming a target for ridicule. 

Psychic Aftermath of the War 

In the postwar years, many American men had to cope with an anticlimax. As sol

diers in World War II they had been victorious, but after demobilization they expe

rienced difficulties in returning to civilian life. They no longer seemed to fit into 

society. A number of them saw their places in the workforce occupied by others, 

often women, who in response to a wartime appeal to their "patriotic duty" had 

taken over the work of the soldiers during their absence from the home front 

(Krutnik 57). When the men returned from their military missions, the old situation 

could not be simply restored, since the "career" women did not always want to 

relinquish their jobs. Brandon French analyzed how in a great many films from the 

fifties, female characters are specifically encouraged to define themselves once 

again "through their roles as wives, mothers, and homemakers" and to bracket any 

persistent desire for a career outside the home (xvii). French discusses Shane as one 

of the films channeling this reorientation via Marian Starrett's nurturing role in the 

household: above all she is the "amiable spouse," the good "Mom," baking apple-

pies and embodying a "monument to happy self-sacrifice" (French 35).J 

Many veterans' re-entry into civilian society was not only hampered by their 

initial (economic) superfluity but also by the anticlimactic contrast the postwar 

period presented to their stressful time in combat. Psychically wounded by the 

extreme conditions of war, the soldiers had been able to find consolation, while the 

war lasted, in their shared friendships with partners in distress. Above all, what the 

soldiers shared in such friendships was an identical notion of heroism as a matter 

of holding oneself together in an incapacitating situation, the better to defeat the 

enemy. As Kaja Silverman notes, however, the "fiction of phallic masculinity gen

erally remains intact only for the duration of the war" (Male Subjectivity 63). In a 

mass fight, soldiers experience, to quote Wister's The Virginian once more, "how it 

must be about a man." Inter-male companionship during a fight enables them to 

repress the psychic scars resulting from their physical injuries and their exposure 

to death. When the many battles are over, this notion of masculine heroism can no 
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longer be sustained and the mental disruptions caused by intense fear, disorienta

tion, pain, and loss begin to emerge. The traumatic events at the battlefront and 

their psychic aftermath virtually ensure that a war hero returns a different man than 

the one who left home. 

This psychic difference - between the man who dreamt himself a hero upon 

his departure and the one who returned not only a hero (perhaps) but also scarred -

results in the veteran no longer embodying "a living proof of the commensurability 

of penis and phallus" (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 63). Correspondingly, at his 

return to society the soldier is traumatized. In many postwar films, this trauma is 

represented as a white man's problem, bypassing other ethnicities. The effect of the 

veteran's psychic injuries is further stimulated by the fact that, with the fighting 

force abroad, society has forgotten how to value conventional tough masculinity. 

Those who are left behind at the homefront are feminized, irrespective of whether 

they are male or female, for in situations of war the tough version of masculinity is 

solely contained on the battlefront. Correspondingly, the warrior who during war 

belonged to a group that shared the idea(l) of hard masculinity, returns to a 

feminized society that has (temporarily) lost contact with this idea(l). The soldier 

has difficulty in reassimilating to civilized life for there is a discrepancy between 

pre-war society's conception of tough masculinity and what has become of it. The 

soldier continues to align himself with a fiction of phallic masculinity that society 

no longer celebrates. 

At this point, a paradox of the average white American male comes to full 

view: the feminized homefront expects the soldier to become head of a middle-class 

household upon his return (Cohan 34). Cohan shows how in many films in the fif

ties, this domesticated role for veterans, despite its pitfalls and the emasculation it 

implied, was invoked as the norm. One purpose this invocation served was to pre

sent former wartime heroes who had become maladjusted and angry veterans as 

either nervous wrecks or as excessively masculine figures. In 1947 the term "hyper-

masculinity" was introduced to account for "residual wartime male aggression" 

(Creekmur 171). The returning soldier was depicted as a potentially violent misfit 

who would constitute a danger to the social order should he fail to reintegrate 

within civilian life (Fischer 78). In the postwar years, the veteran was regarded a 

man on the condition that he conform to that very breadwinner ethic which in 

earlier decades had been a signifier of emasculation. I will illustrate how western 

films in the second half of the forties and the first half of the fifties negotiated this 

shifting definition of normative white masculinity. 

Blending of Genres 

My Darling Clementine (1946) was the first postwar western film of John Ford, a 

director who identified himself with the genre: "I'm John Ford, I make [wjesterns" 



part one chapter three 65 

(qtd. in Hardy ix). In Ford's film, Wyatt Earp (Henry Fonda), former marshal of 

Dodge City, becomes the marshal of Tombstone in order to avenge the death of his 

youngest brother. The investigation of the crime implicates Old Man Clanton 

(Walter Brennan) and his four sons. At the climax of the film Wyatt beats the 

Clantons in a gunfight at the O.K. Corral, assisted by his brother Morgan Earp 

(Ward Bond) and the gambler Doc Holliday (Victor Mature). 

In an article essentially concerned with outlining the erotic tensions 

structuring the relations between Wyatt and the clean-shaven Doc, Corey K. 

Creekmur reads My Darling Clementine as a western that redefines masculinity in 

the postwar era as an in-between position along a continuum ranging from effemi

nacy to hypermasculinity (171). With his smooth face and silk handkerchief Doc 

Holliday represents effeminacy, that is, deficiency of masculinity in Creekmur's 

terms. Wyatt's opponent Old Man Clanton, who demands unconditional obedience 

from his sons and has a bearded, rugged face, represents an excess of masculinity. 

Creekmur argues that the masculinity of Wyatt, whose face is marked by a trim 

moustache, is located somewhere between that of the two men (172). He is the 

mediating figure who exhibits neither too little nor too much masculinity. 

In Ford's film, the hero's toughness is brought into perspective by the intro

duction of his excessively tough and evidently evil opponent, Old Man Clanton. In 

contrast to the socially-disruptive, oppressive behavior of this patriarchal figure, 

Wyatt's violent intervention is justified as a benefit to the social order. Wyatt 

inhabits, so to speak, the legitimate middle ground of masculinity. In westerns suc

ceeding My Darling Clementine, however, this in-between position of masculinity 

collapses. 

As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, the hero's masculinity in con

ventional westerns is mainly constituted via the embedded focalization of relatively 

marginal characters: a tenderfoot, woman, and/or child. In those passages, the 

western hero functions as a focalized object: he is seen from outside. In film, this 

is most commonly established via a shot/reverse shot formation, which I will 

demonstrate by means of a scene from My Darling Clementine. 

In the beginning of Ford's film, Wyatt asks the Tombstone barber to give 

him a shave. Suddenly windows of the barbershop are shot to pieces and he leaps 

out of his seat to avoid being hit. The cause of the disruption is an intoxicated 

Indian, Charlie, who is firing shots from inside a Ladies' Boarding House. A crowd 

gathers on the street, but no one is prepared to enter the building. Even the 

marshal refuses and hands in his tin star. When Wyatt decides to capture Charlie, 

we see an old woman in the crowd, warning him to be careful. A reverse shot shows 

what the crowd sees before it. Filmed in long shot Wyatt approaches the house. Next 

the camera captures him climbing the exterior stairs and entering through a 

window. Then we see a medium shot of people carefully moving forwards through 
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swing-doors to take a closer look. This is followed by a cut to a medium shot of three 
onlookers. An old man states that he would not go in there. Then we see another 
part of the audience watching in suspense, mouths hanging open. In a reverse shot, 
a dark figure visible only from below the shoulders drags a body outside. Only then 
do we see the outcome of the struggle. Filmed from behind, Wyatt drops Charlie's 
body in the midst of the crowd and kicks him out of town. The mayor then asks 
Wyatt if he wants to become marshal, but Wyatt tells him that he is just passing 
through town. Later, after his brother's death, however, he will accept the offer. 

The role of the onlookers in this scene is to emphasize Wyatt's bravery. As 
witnesses to Wyatt's action, the public subjectivizes the content of the hero's image. 
Their admiring looks and the relief upon their faces when Wyatt drags Charlie 
outside, mediate how we see the hero. Generally, the hero is the focalized object 
rather than an embedded focalizer. He is a taciturn stranger about whom we only 
know his motivation - either cool revenge or achieving justice for a threatened town 
or minority group. This is the narrative structure of, to put it bluntly, a pure 
western. There is the constant impression in a traditional western that the hero sees 
everything. In Hondo, the external narrator mentions how Hondo always notices 
telling details and interprets them correctly. In Schaefer's Shane, the boy discovers 
that "part of [the hero's] fixed alertness" (35) consists of placing himself at those 
spots offering the best possibilities for observing the surroundings. In many 
westerns, a cowboy out in the prairie is a light sleeper who is immediately awake 
when danger is near. 

Although, narratologically speaking, the hero usually is a focalized object, he 
seems to see as much as if he occupied the position of an external focalizer. A scene 
from Anthony Mann's film The Tin Star (1957) can sustain this claim. The inex
perienced sheriff Ben Owens (Anthony Perkins) has drawn his gun at Bart Bogardus 
(Neville Brand) in order to arrest him for killing a half-breed. Bogardus has his 
hands in the air, takes off his hat and moves the hat in the direction of his right hip. 
Filmed in a low-angle close-up from behind Bogardus' back, the shot shows us what 
the sheriff, although he is close-by, cannot see: Bogardus secretly wants to reach his 
gun. Hero Morgan Hickman (Henry Fonda), a sheriff-turned-bounty hunter, is only 
a small dot in the background but he fathoms Bogardus' intentions and shoots away 
the gun that is hidden beneath the hat. 

Many a western, and The Tin Star is no exception, opens with the hero riding 
into town, watched by its citizens. Throughout a film or novel, the hero remains 
vague about who he is and about his past. He is interpreted for us by the looks of 
bystanders. Now and then, as in the scene from The Tin Star, the hero is a (retroac
tive) interpreter. What the external focalizer sees from a privileged position turns 
out also to be seen by the hero from an impossible position. Although the hero is 
not an embedded focalizer, in the case of scenes of calm preceding stormy action 
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the point of vision can nonetheless be attributed to him. Hence, the structure of a 

conventional western is that the hero is a focalized object whose own focalization is 

not known to us. At the same time he supposedly sees all that is endangering 

innocent people and then neutralizes danger by action. 

This pattern of the minutely observant stranger who is not represented as an 

internal focalizer, is subject to change in cases where the western is explicitly 

blended with another genre. I will briefly discuss two hybrids: the western mixed 

with a psychological drama (The Gunfighter) and with film noir (Rancho Notorious). 

The function of this discussion is to suggest interdependent shifts in genre and 

gender formation as well as to indicate a historical context for the impossibility of 

the classic western formula. 

In Henry King's The Gunfighter (1950), Jimmy Ringo (Gregory Peck) is 

famous far and wide as the top gun of the West. When he arrives at a saloon in 

Cayenne, the news quickly spreads that the well-known gunfighter Jimmy Ringo is 

in town. Children come to look at him out of sheer admiration. In the most literal 

sense, he is the object of a public look. In King's western, however, the 

shot/reverse shot formation is extended into a circulation of looks. We see how the 

hero emphatically looks back at the children peeping at him through the windows 

or from under the swing-doors of the saloon. A traditional hero appears indifferent 

to attention but Jimmy Ringo expresses his irritation with the unflagging tide of wit

nesses. 

In The Gunfighter the hero no longer wants to be visible as the top gun who 

is envied for his big reputation. In a traditional western the cowboy is predomi

nantly represented as a focalized object to whom a stoic attitude and imperturbable 

nature is attributed by tenderfoots, women, and/or children. Their looks are neces

sary for investing idealized belief in him and defining his good masculinity. In 

King's psychological western the hero himself becomes an important embedded 

focalizer who can no longer stand the pressure of his fame.2 Because he always 

attracts such a huge audience, (young) reckless cowboys constantly challenge him 

for the sole reason that they want to beat the fastest gun alive in order to make a 

name for themselves. 

Jimmy is tired of proving himself time and again in an endless competitive 

process and he regrets the number of needless victims. He yearns to settle down 

and return to his wife Peggy Walsh (Helen Westcott) and their eight-year-old son, 

but Peggy rejects the idea. She fears that Jimmy has not changed and that the bur

den of his reputation will weigh too heavily upon the prospects of a happy and 

peaceful family life. She agrees to meet him again in a year, but after Jimmy has 

made this arrangement with his wife and child, he is shot in the back by the "squirt" 

Hunt Bromley (Skip Homeier) who is proud that he drew first. Ringo's last words 

are addressed to his murderer: "I want you to go on, being the big, tough gunny. I 
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want you to see what it means to have to live like a big, tough gunny." 

Jimmy warns the adolescent dare-devil of the psychic weight of heroism. 

Being an acknowledged shooter means being endlessly involved in a sham fight 

with one's own reputation as an unbeatable opponent. In the course of his career 

Jimmy has come to conclude that his existence is caught in a vicious cycle that 

offers no possibilities for escape. Hunt Bromley's mistake is to conceive of this 

"fate" as top gunman as something heroic and masculine, and hence desirable. The 

young squirt does not yet realize that the life of a top gun will end fatally. A gun-

fighter is trapped within a rat-race of never ending aggression. 

In King's western, the gunfighter is redefined as hypermasculine and too 

tough. This redefinition is channeled via the woman's refusal to take him back as 

her husband: she presumes that he can never shed his habit of deadly violence and 

that he will always be pursued by his reputation. In the explicit presentation of 

Jimmy's wish to return home and Peggy's subsequent rejection of him two con

temporary debates are interwoven with each other. Framed within the historical 

context of traumatized and problematic returning war veterans, Jimmy can easily be 

read as a maladjusted fighter, unfit to re-enter society. Peggy tells him he should 

have reformed at the appropriate time, eight years ago. Whereas Jimmy's friend 

Mark Strett (Millard Mitchell) resigned life as an outlaw and turned into a marshal, 

Jimmy decided to persist in his too tough existence as gunfighter. In Peggy's 

opinion, his intention to reform comes too late. 

The gunfighter's yearning for life as devoted husband and father, however, is 

significant in terms of the newly arisen masculine norm embodied in what Cohan 

called the domestic mystique. Returning home had become a tremendously alluring 

fantasy for many men in the immediate postwar years (Biskind 250). The Gunfighter, 

however, brings a striking discrepancy to the fore. King's psychological western 

mixes two incompatible forms of masculinity; on the one hand, the hypermasculine 

hero is trapped in a men's world of aggression, and on the other hand, he longs for 

a domestic atmosphere and life. The Gunfighter is a tragic film because the con

structions of hypermasculinity and domesticity can only be cemented together by 

sacrificing the hero's life. Only at Jimmy's funeral does Peggy identify herself as 

Mrs. Ringo, for the first time acknowledging him as her late husband. 

The Gunfighter comments on its historical context and constitutes an inter

vention in the western genre, indicating how the western hero fails to live up to the 

shifting definitions of good masculinity in the postwar period. The film foregrounds 

this failure by introducing a shift in narrative structure. The hero is no longer a pre

dominantly focalized object with an expressionless face. In King's western, the hero 

himself is an important embedded focalizer.3 Jimmy Ringo is turned into a man 

who wrestles with his fame as top gun. The public outside the saloon, mainly con

sisting of young boys, still admire him as masculine, but he and his wife know bet-
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ter: the gunfighter is a hypermasculine and psychically disturbed misfit. 

Even more than psychological drama, film noir is a "genre"4 noted for con

sistent focalization by the protagonist and its frequent employment of a hero-bound 

narration.5 Closely associated with the 1940s and early 1950s, film noir establishes a 

link between the thriller and the tradition of "hard boiled" crime fiction (Krutnik 

15). Noir films usually have an urban setting and are identified by their visual style: 

low-key lighting; the use of chiaroscuro effects (Cowie 126); and skewed framing 

(Copjec xi). In his struggle with other men, the film noir hero, generally a morally 

compromised detective, suffers despair and is attracted to a fatal and deceptive 

woman (Cowie 122). The film noir hero can sustain his tough male prowess by some

how sacrificing or rejecting the woman. These formal and thematic elements are 

often linked by film critics to historical and cultural contexts, such as the veteran's 

"postwar maladjustment" (Krutnik 65) and the "mounting paranoia regarding the 

working woman's place in society" (Copjec xii).6 

Fritz Lang's Rancho Notorious (1952) is an odd western film because it adopts, 

apart from its "stylized, studio-bound appearance" (Buscombe 292), several noir ele

ments. The film opens with the rape and murder of the hero's fiancé Beth (Gloria 

Henry) on the eve of her marriage to cowboy Vern Haskell (Arthur Kennedy). Vern 

goes in search of the perpetrators and arrives at the Chuck-a-Luck ranch, owned by 

the former saloon girl Altar Keane (Marlene Dietrich). This ranch is hidden beyond 

a narrow mountain pass, far away from civilized life. He correctly suspects that the 

perpetrators are among Altar's men, and decides to remain. 

A number of noir characteristics can be detected here. The hero is not an out

sider who enters society from far and wild places; rather, Vern travels in the oppo

site direction. While at the beginning of the film he is well-established and engaged 

to a good and proper woman, over the course of time he is seduced into a myste

rious and remote place of crime, led by a femme fatale. Secondly, a western hero is 

usually focalized, as well as idealized, by a marginal figure already living in the 

place where he arrives as a stranger. The male protagonist in Rancho Notorious, 

however, is not the object of an ex-centric viewer's look but rather is himself the 

main subject of the look, suspiciously gazing at Altar's men. The murderer, in turn, 

observes Vern with equal suspicion. Thirdly, Vern is not a cool and stoic avenging 

hero but is passionately driven by an intense and incendiary hunger for violent 

revenge. The lyrics of the film's theme song note that "deep in him burn the fires 

of hate, murder, and revenge." Fourthly, Vern's vengeance is above all a personal 

matter and does not, as in most vengeance westerns, also serve the sake of an 

endangered society. At the end of Rancho Notorious, Vern's yearning for revenge is 

satiated, but at the expense of the ranch woman's death. Altar is killed after 

throwing herself in front of the bullet meant for Vern. 

The explicit merging of the western with another genre generates an 
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increasing emphasis on the hero's embedded focalization of the events around him. 

Due to this emphasis, the hero no longer appears to be the psychically stable and 

imperturbable character from conventional westerns. According to Peter Biskind, 

this transformation within the genre reflected a broader tendency within American 

film. Initially heroic, the tough guy of the thirties and forties (laconic loner, hard-

boiled detective, relaxed cowboy), had by the fifties, a period characterized by the 

psychic debris of demobilization, been transformed into a neurotic or psychotic 

character (252). 

Keeping this shift in mind, we can now return to the question which opened 

this chapter. Why was the film Shane, released in a period when the classic western 

plot was virtually impossible, not ignored as old-fashioned, but had a wide appeal? 

The answer to this question, in turn, will enable me to suggest how a construction 

of hard masculinity was made complicit with its soft domestic version, a link which 

in The Gunfighter could only be established at the cost of the hero's death. 

A Child's Look Makes the Cowboy a Man 

In Schaefer's novel Shane, the boy Bob Starrett is the personal narrator, who 

emphasizes his focalization by his repeated references to seeing as activity. Page i n , 

describing the showdown, contains the words "I saw" in five successive sentences.7 

In Stevens' western film of the same title, we see numerous shots of the little boy 

Joey Starrett (Brandon de Wilde) as a virtually omnipresent witness to the scenes. 

The child is by far the most prominent embedded focalizer and most events are pre

sented from within his vision. In the beginning of the film, he sees an unknown 

horse-rider approach from the far distance. He immediately recognizes the stranger 

Shane (Alan Ladd) as a sharp-shooter for whom he feels a certain veneration. The 

first words Joey addresses to Shane are: "I bet you can shoot." From that moment 

onwards, we see how Shane is frequently focalized by the boy according to the 

shot/reverse shot formation. Important and impressive actions by Shane are either 

preceded or followed by a shot of an observing Joey. To reinforce the effect of the 

boy's focalization, the fighting scenes in Grafton's saloon are regularly filmed from 

a low angle. 

The significance of Joey's role as internal spectator becomes clear on the 

basis of two scenes which he does not focalize, one where he is absent and one 

where he looks away. The first time Shane goes to the saloon, Joey does not keep 

him company. The cowboy has promised the boy a bottle of soda-pop and when he 

orders the drink at the bar, he is challenged by Chris Calloway (Ben Johnson), one 

of the men paid by big rancher Ryker (Emile Meyer), the enemy of Joey's father (Van 

Heflin). Shane does not respond to the provocation. As the story spreads through 

town, many think that he let himself be bullied, though Joey is convinced that Shane 

was not afraid. The second time Shane visits the saloon, Joey is present. Shane is 
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ridiculed again, but this time he decides to respond. Joey, who has been watching 
from behind some curtains, draws Shane's attention to the superior number of 
opponents. Shane tells the boy that he probably would not like to see him backing 
away. Despite resisting fiercely, Shane is ultimately overpowered. As soon as his 
opponents start beating him up, Joey ducks away and calls in the aid of his father, 
who is in an adjacent store. Joey's father succeeds in freeing Shane, and from that 
moment we again see shots of Joey looking on, holding a rock to his mouth. The 
harder the boy bites his rock, the more fiercely his father and Shane deal blows to 
their opponents. 

The emphasis on Joey's position as internal focalizer and hence, as witness, 
is relevant for the construction of Shane's masculine heroism. On the basis of the 
brief descriptions above, we can affirm that Shane only conforms to a conventional 
generic definition of the hero at the moment that Joey observes him. He is passive 
during Joey's absence and when he receives fist-blows Joey no longer wants to watch 
and calls in his father. Shane is vulnerable and almost bashful at those times that 
Joey is absent or has averted his eyes, but he is strong and unapproachable as soon 
as the boy's look is directed at him. In short, Joey's look is necessary for Shane's 
construction of masculinity. When Shane prepares for the final confrontation with 
Ryker's men, Joey follows him into the saloon and chooses a position from where 
he can see the fight: of course, Shane is unbeatable. 

Joey's observations are important for another reason. A child such as Joey 
who has seen nothing of the world and lacks worldly wisdom, is pre-eminently 
qualified for "seeing" a stranger with his imagination. The unknown cowboy imme
diately strikes him as awesome by the mere fact that he is an outsider who comes 
from nowhere. Struck by the newcomer as newcomer, the young boy takes the cow
boy's appearance unconditionally serious and is immediately prepared to recognize 
Shane as a heroic gunfighter. This unconditional recognition of the cowboy's hero
ic quality is problematized in many other postwar westerns, as the examples of The 

Gunfighter and Rancho Notorious illustrated. In these films, the classic image of the 
undaunted cowboy is no longer either believable or appealing. By contrast, Joey 
bestows unreserved admiration on the unknown cowboy in Shane. In total 
accordance with the conventions of the genre, the hero's impressive appearance is 
ultimately regarded as an accurate indication of his identity: Shane is a larger-than-
life hero for Joey. Thanks to the latter's look which functions as childish imagina
tion, Shane can still be measured by an idea of tough manliness that more general
ly has fallen into disrepute in the fifties. 

In his discussion of Stevens' western Shane, Slavoj Zizek states that the 
1950s spectator assumed a "kind of nostalgic distance" towards the image of the 
classic hero of earlier decades (Looking Awry 113). Joey's focalization plays a 
mediating role for a contemporary spectator. By way of the supposed naivety of the 
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boy's look, the gap between the fifties and earlier decades (roughly 1900 to the 

1940s) - when an unconditional belief in the construction of classic heroism was 

still possible - is bridged. The relation between Joey's vision and Shane as the repre

sented object evokes a nostalgic fascination for this bygone image of ideal mascu

linity, one that has been (dis)qualified as excessively tough or neurotic in the post

war period. Shane is an example that illustrates how an outdated construction of 

heroism can be saved by means of the (a-historical) imagination of a boy. 

In the process of saving hard masculinity, a conflict with its domestic coun

terpart is evaded in the film Shane. Interpreted from young Joey's vision and 

imagination, the problem of hypermasculinity is side-stepped. The boy does not 

acknowledge that Shane, who departs at the end despite Joey's calls for him to 

return, may be unable to assimilate to domesticity because of his toughness. 

Maladjustment was a central concern in The Gunfighter, where the point of vision 

could be attributed to the hero himself. King's western correspondingly conjured 

forth the incompatibility between toughness and domesticity, channeled by Peggy's 

rejection of Jimmy's request to return. By contrast, Stevens' western, by bypassing 

the question how Shane sees himself, enables us to negate this incompatibility. 

Though admired by Joey, Shane's hard masculinity is finally made complementary 

to the fifties norm of the male breadwinner. For, owing to the hero's tough inter

vention and his subsequent departure, Joey's father can safeguard his income and 

status as head of the family. 

Virile Display 

The narratological shift in postwar westerns (The Gunfighter and Rancho Notorious) 

is related to a contemporary crisis in tough masculinity, propelled by the demands 

of the domestic breadwinner ethic. The film Shane can be seen as an attempt to 

repair this crisis. Tough heroism, however, is also in decline owing to the populari

ty of theatrical masculinity in the late 1950s.8 This threat to the impact of toughness 

is countered by an emphasis on comic elements in mainstream westerns but, as the 

example of Rio Bravo will illustrate, the effect is ambiguous. The shift to humor, 

gradually taking place in the fifties but coming to full fruition in the late sixties and 

seventies,9 means that the old alliance from the twenties between stories set in the 

West and comedy is revived. After this alliance was broken, the western was (tem

porarily) split into A and B categories. B western films, which peaked in the thirties 

and forties, were the cheap variant of classics, valuing action scenes and (later also) 

musical elements over plot lines. Comic elements also prevailed in many B 

westerns, while they were relatively rare in A westerns. Singing cowboys such as 

Gene Autry who was extremely successful in the years between 1938 and 1942, and 

Roy Rogers, a popular star in the forties, were almost always assisted by a funny 

side-kick. After the popularity of B (musical) westerns died away in the early fifties, 
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comic elements were increasingly adopted by mainstream westerns. 

I will discuss two comic intermezzos, one from King Vidor's western film 

Man Without a Star (1955) and one from Howard Hawks' film Rio Bravo (1959). 

These intermezzos play with the dictum "clothes make the man" and can be seen as 

an effort to mediate the contemporary preference for theatricality that seems at right 

angles to the cowboy's manliness. Comedy, however, can also be counterproductive 

and is characterized by ambiguity. Humor has the quality of generating a trans

gression of conventions, while simultaneously sustaining and reinforcing those 

conventions. By highlighting a deviation from convention for the sake of laughter, 

comedy has both transgressive and neutralizing effects. Through laughter, the spec

tator can witness, even partake of, a deviation while also remaining at a distance 

from that deviation. At the same time, comic attempts always produce a left-over, 

something that remains in excess: the laughter does not completely erase the traces 

of transgression. This residue will be helpful in showing the disturbing effect of 

comedy on masculinity. 

I already quoted the passage from Hondo in which the title hero advises the 

young boy Johnny that shiny and bright things are for sissies and townsfolk (143).10 

King Vidor's western Man Without a Star includes a scene about a tenderfoot who 

is not familiar with this code. The inexperienced youngster Jeff Jimson (William 

Campbell) enters the local saloon in a brand-new over-accessorized cowboy suit. His 

recent friend and tutor cowboy Dempsey Rae (Kirk Douglas) acts as if Jeffs 

appearance really is impressive and for the sake of humor jumps, with a look of 

mock-fear, into the arms of the woman Idonee (Claire Trevor). Dempsey's comic 

reaction along with the laughter of the saloon customers, ultimately stresses Jeffs 

naivety. A costume that too explicitly displays signifiers of masculinity does not 

make a man. An expert cowboy would wear clothes that naturally blend with the 

environment and create a correspondence between masculine appearance, being, 

and space. Jeffs case comically generates non-correspondence. His lack of insight 

into the functioning of dress codes creates an appearance that is too masculine. The 

Lacanian term for this excess is "virile display," and its ironic consequence is that it 

itself appears feminine (Lacan, "Meaning of the Phallus" 85). Jeff tries too hard to 

come across as a man and this attempt so much affects his credibility that he is 

qualified as a non-man. The lesson from this scene is that a man should not display 

his masculinity, he should just be masculine. The expression of masculinity is a 

process which has to occur without seeming effort. 

This scene from Vidor's western shows how easily a man's supposed natur

al appearance can turn into an exaggerated posture and a source of ridicule. The 

scene from Howard Hawks' western film Rio Bravo which I will submit to 

close-reading exploits the thin line between a masculinity naturally opposed to femi

ninity and the danger of virile display. The scene, which is marginal to the 
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narrative," shows men comically playing with women's clothing. Due to the unre-

solvable ambiguity of its humor, the scene oscillates between both emphasizing and 

challenging conventional masculinity. 

The male protagonist in Hawks' Rio Bravo is sheriff John T. Chance (John 

Wayne). Together with three comrades, he attempts to prevent his prisoner Joe 

Burdette (Claude Akins) from being freed by the gang of Joe's brother Nathan (John 

Russell). At a certain moment, Chance has to deliver a package to the local hotel. 

The talkative Mexican hotel owner Carlos Remonte (Pedro Gonzalez-Gonzalez), 

who speaks English poorly, takes the sheriff to one of the rooms and tells him, while 

going upstairs, that Chance does not know about women: 

But me Carlos Remonte, wait till I show what is in this package, then 

you tell me if I do not know about women. (Carlos unfolds the 

package and a pair of red women's bloomers fall out, which are meant 

as a gift to his wife. Then he says to the sheriff): Can you make the 

picture how she will look? 

(While Carlos holds the bloomers at the level of Chance's crotch, the 

latter responds): You are sure you want me to do that? 

(Carlos answers, while taking the bloomers away from Chance): No, 

no, no, senor. Let me make the picture. It is the best for me to do that. 

This scene can be read textually as well as visually. When reading textually, Carlos 

playfully invites Chance to imagine how his wife will look when wearing the pair of 

red bloomers. By asking the sheriff to picture the Mexican woman in her bloomers, 

Carlos cements a competitive bond with Chance in which a woman takes on a chan

neling function as sexual object. The sheriff throws the question back to Carlos 

("You are sure you want me to do that?"), since it is the wife of Carlos himself who 

is imagined as visual object. Thereupon Carlos explicitly negates his original 

question, suggesting that his request should not be taken seriously. 

This scene also allows a visual reading, however. With regard to this reading, 

it is crucial that Carlos holds the pair of bloomers at Chance's crotch, after the unu

sual phrase: "Can you make the picture how she will look?" At this very moment, 

Carlos actually holds the bloomers against Chance's hips, putting him in the place 

of a woman, and endows him with marks of florid femininity. This act should be 

considered unequivocally comic, making it crystal clear that the sheriff cannot pos

sibly model women's underwear, since Carlos removes the pair of flauncy bloomers 

from Chance's crotch, while saying: "Let me make the picture. It is the best for me 

to do that." 

When linking text and image, this scene effectively contributes to the con

struction of Chance's masculinity, which is measured on the basis of anti-feminiza-
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tion. Though the sheriff is initially associated with femininity, Carlos quickly 

affirms that he is a man who should be denied any identification with femininity. 

In short, sheriff Chance is viewed as a man in every respect. Throughout the film, 

the Mexican offers comic relief and is incompetent at every task - an incompetence 

which may be linked implicitly to his poor English and his Mexicanness. 

Correspondingly, his statement "Let me make the picture. It is the best for me to do 

that" is easily (mis)understood as indicating that, better than the sheriff, he himself 

can "make the picture" of a woman. On the basis of this reading, two things can be 

concluded about the specific form of masculinity elaborated in this scene from Rio 

Bravo. First, Chance's masculinity is constructed by denying all marks of feminini

ty. Second, his masculinity depends upon recognition by another, in this case a 

Mexican whose ethnic identity is conflated with non-masculinity. 

But the situation becomes more complex when the woman Feathers (Angie 

Dickinson) appears. While leaning against the doorpost Feathers looks at the sheriff 

and the pair of bloomers and says with a teasing and defiant smile: "Those things 

have great possibilities, but not for you." Chance looks at the bloomers as if he feels 

caught, and then asks a bit gruffly: "What are you doing here?" 

Chance responds curtly to Feathers' interfering remarks. Although Feathers 

confirms him in his masculinity, her entrance also embarrasses the sheriff. 

Feathers' defiant smile and ironic tone add an additional level of meaning to what 

she says. By denying that the bloomers have possibilities for Chance, she literally 

says that she would judge his appearance and being as completely non-feminine. 

However, her smile and tone imply that since she has caught him in close proximi

ty to women's bloomers, she might not be so sure of her initial judgment. Seeing 

him with a woman's underwear, Feathers jokingly alludes to the possibility that his 

masculine appearance might not tally with his being. 

Not only Feathers' entrance disturbs the sheriff but her remarks as he leaves 

are also terribly annoying to him. As he walks out the room, she calls after him: 

"Hey, sheriff, you forgot something," which makes him hesitate. Her remark is a 

pun on his masculinity. On the one hand, her wise-crack is only innuendo and will 

do no harm to his identity. The sheriff is so evidently a man that associating him 

with bloomers is outrageous and impossible in itself and can only present itself as 

a form of humor. As mere playfulness, Feathers' remark perpetuates the image of 

the sheriff as completely unfeminine. 

However, humor never totally neutralizes what it evokes. Comic scenes 

always leave a residue. This left-over shows itself in the sheriff's disrupted move

ment upon his departure. He hesitates since her ironic tone betrays another 

meaning than mere confirmation of his masculine identity. Boldly translated, her 

joke can also be taken as meaning: "Sheriff, you may think that you are so awfully 

secure in your masculinity, but I know better than that. You cannot double-cross 
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me. These bloomers really belong to you. Your masculinity is only a matter of dis

play." It is this possibility that makes the sheriff briefly falter. 

Feathers' punning remark allows for both readings: one that confirms mas

culinity and one that questions its construction. There is no definite clue to help me 

in deciding on one or the other reading. Owing to this indeterminacy, the construc

tion of masculinity in this scene from a late fifties western film contains its own 

impasse. Feathers is ready to admit that the sheriff is a true man but she does not 

entirely reject the possibility that he is not one at all, implying that his masculine 

appearance is marked by an excess of display. 

With regard to this latter point, Feathers is a different woman than the 

female fetishists from conventional westerns, analyzed in chapter two. In the case 

of female fetishism, a woman sees the hero as a phallic man even when his injuries 

suggest the contrary. The act of symbolization is hers: by seeing something 

(imaginary phallus) where there is nothing but a wound, she visually imagines him 

as a real man. She identifies him, despite his handicap, with an image that is 

appealing to her. He is a man worthy of being nursed and attended to since, she 

believes, upon his recovery he will conform to an image that displays "exactly how 

he is."12 By providing him with a supportive look, the female characters in tradi

tional westerns respond with an unambiguous "yes" to the question of whether the 

hero is a man. Feathers' punning comments, by contrast, alternate between "yes" 

and "no." Her act of symbolizing Chance's masculinity is full of wit. Her remarks 

are too ironic to be taken as unquestionable affirmations of his masculine being. 

Her ambiguous standpoint forces the male hero to take pains in fathoming her: 

"How does she really see me?" 

In his attempt to answer this question, the sheriff constantly misinterprets 

Feathers. He never succeeds in seeing through her posture, which is already signi

fied by her name, so suggestive of masquerade: Feathers. She never is the woman 

sheriff Chance thinks she is. Initially he believes her to be a gambling woman who 

cheats at cards, but she turns out to be a fair and decent player. Her attempt to help 

Chance by letting him sleep late is interpreted by him as an attempt to hamper his 

work. The sheriff's growing perception that she is decent after all is threatened, 

according to his standards, when she appears in erotic dress in the final scene. His 

threat that he will arrest her if she displays herself in public is understood by 

Feathers as an expression of his love for her.:3 This interplay between love and 

arrest clearly spells out the different positions of man and woman. When he says he 

will arrest her, he means this literally. There is a natural correspondence for him 

between words and meanings corresponding to the expression "A man a man, a 

word a word." The woman, however, presupposes double entendre. For her, arrest 

may also have a different connotation from its literal meaning, namely love. She 

conceives an artificial divergence between words and meanings. 
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Despite the mutual misunderstanding about the meaning of the word 

"arrest," there is a romantic bond between Chance and Feathers at the end of Rio 

Bravo. This romantic plot can be interpreted in two ways. Recalling the tradition of 

the genre, Feathers' "surrender" to the male hero follows the pattern of Molly Wood 

in The Virginian (Wister 256). Conventionally, the woman cherishes the victorious 

man and so affirms his masculinity. We can also read the love plot the other way 

around, however, when we place it in a context of late fifties masculinity in America. 

Apart from Cary Grant, other male leading actors were Rock Hudson and Tony 

Curtis. In 1959, the same year that Rio Bravo was made, all three actors were suc

cessful in films with masquerading plots that put the naturalness of virility in 

doubt. Grant played an advertising man mistaken for a non-existent spy in Alfred 

Hitchcock's thriller North by Northwest. Hudson was a womanizer who passed him

self off as a gallant cowboy in Michael Gordon's romantic comedy Pillow Talk, which 

included a running gag about him being pregnant. Curtis both impersonated a mil

lionaire using Cary Grant's voice and cross-dressed as a woman in Billy Wilder's 

transvestite comedy Some Like It Hot. 

If masculinity in the late fifties was characterized by role-playing instead of 

authenticity, as Cohan suggests on the basis of the popularity of Grant, Hudson, 

and Curtis, then we can frame the love plot in Rio Bravo differently. The (comic) 

encounters between Chance and Feathers can then be seen as polarizing the sup

posed authenticity of his virility against her sense of irony and masquerade. The 

sheriff can only cling to the idea of natural masculinity by misunderstanding 

Feathers and rejecting her ambiguous and witty remarks. In this respect, the suc

cessful completion of the romantic plot means that the sheriff finally commits him

self to the artificiality represented by her and her name. The permanent threat this 

constitutes to his natural masculinity fully resonates with the comic role-playing 

and ensuing instabilities of masculinity in the other 1959 films mentioned above. 

This crisis in a natural manifestation of masculinity immediately prior to the sixties 

is amusingly underlined in another of Feathers' puns. When she asks the sheriff for 

his name, he responds: "Chance, John T." She retorts: "T for trouble," leaving unde

cided whether Chance means trouble for her or for himself. 

Conclusion 

In the 1950s the domestic mystique is privileged over conventional constructions of 

tough masculinity. The crisis in toughness is articulated in the way the western 

explicitly merges with other genres such as psychological drama and film noir. The 

western Shane, however, can be seen as reviving the 1950s spectator's belief in the 

heroism of the lonesome cowboy. The trick of this western, classic in terms of plot, 

is to endow a child with the task of affirmative focalization.H A young boy is a char

acter pre-eminently suited for ignoring the tension between tough masculinity and 
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its historical demands. Moreover, since Shane's intervention saves the father's posi

tion as breadwinning farmer, the cowboy's toughness can be made compatible with 

the ethic of domesticity. 

In the fifties, the cowboy's presumed authenticity is also threatened by the 

popularity of theatrical masculinity. Comic elements are used in westerns to 

neutralize the dangers that lurk behind this. Comedy itself has the ambiguous 

potential, however, to not only neutralize these dangers but to enlarge them as well. 

First, as in the scene from Man Without a Star, the cowboy's appearance may be 

interpreted as exaggerated showing off, which affects his credibility as a man. 

Second, in the late fifties western film Rio Bravo, the woman Feathers refrains from 

wholeheartedly affirming sheriff Chance's posture and clothing as masculine. 

Hence, she fires the question "Are you a man?" back at the hero, leaving it 

unresolved. Exploring a context of role-playing and instabilities around masculinity 

in other contemporary films, Chance's tough heroism may be regarded as giving 

way to artificiality, represented by Feathers' response to his "love-arrest." 

In the case of a traditional western, the hero is rather an object of vision than 

embedded focalizer himself. In the case of hybrid westerns such as The Gunfighter 

or Rancho Notorious, there is generally more emphasis upon the hero's point of 

vision. However, unlike film noir, there never is hero-bound narration in conven

tional westerns: neither voice-over, nor flashback. In the next chapter I will suggest 

that this absence of hero-bound narration is closely intertwined with the hero's pro

blematic relation to two kinds of law. The western stages the hero's struggle with 

the frontier's separation of the law from his possible status as outlaw. This struggle 

around official law, written down in books, is embedded within the hero's larger 

conflict with symbolic Law, a psychoanalytic principle. 
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PART TWO 

HOLD-UP SCENES 
FLASHBACKS, 
AND FATHER 
FIGURES 
"For me an example from popular culture has the same func
tional role as the two passeurs in the Lacanian procedure of 
passe: in the psychoanalytic cure, I can effectively claim that I 
have gained access to the truth about my desire only when I am 
able to formulate this truth in such a way that when I pass it to 
the two passeurs . . . they in turn are able to transmit it to the 
comité de la passe without losing any ingredient of the 
message. " 
(Zizek, Metastases 175) 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Forced Choice between Telling and Being (Seen) 

In his chapter "The Subject and the Other: Alienation" in The Four Fundamental 

Concepts of Psycho-analysis (hereafter FFCP), Jacques Lacan discusses the familiar 

event of the hold-up - so prevalent in westerns - in order to illustrate his theory of 

subjectivity. A robbery progresses, Lacan tells us, according to a fixed pattern that 

runs parallel to the scenario of the subject's entrance into the symbolic order. Both 

schemes are characterized by the formal possibility of a choice, but the actual deci

sion is inevitable and no choice at all. Let me cite Lacan's brief description of the 

options with which a victim is presented by a robber: "Your money or your life! If I 

choose the money, I lose both. If I choose life, I have life without the money, name

ly, a life deprived of something" (FFCP 212). 

Lacan indicates here that the choice between "your money or your life" does 

not offer alternatives of the same value. A person will yield the money to save his or 

her life. The reverse does not hold: those who try to keep the money, will lose first 

their life and then the money as well. In the case of a hold-up, one has to choose 

between a partial loss (money) and a total loss (life and money). Regardless of what 

choice one makes, something will be lost. 

Lacan perceives this forced choice as analogous to the way the subject is con

stituted as such. According to Lacan, the subject emerges through an irreversible 

alienation. Subjectivity, he argues, is constituted the moment one enters into the 

symbolic order - into the order of language and of (Oedipal) Laws with their cultur

al codes of mandate and prohibition. This moment is marked by an apparent 

choice between "meaning" and "being," whose outcome is as predetermined as the 

outcome of the hold-up where the victim logically sacrifices money for life. The sub

ject, regardless of sex, is forced to choose "meaning," and so the side of the 

symbolic order. This order is responsible for the production of signifiers, the 

materials of language. The (impossible) choice for "being" - the illusion of 

containing that which is always-already lost, namely, completeness and self-identi

fication - would imply that one excludes oneself from the symbolic circuit. In this 

case, one cuts oneself off from the possibility of producing phrases meaningful to 

others.1 

The first section of this chapter will briefly touch on the forced option in the 

western hold-up between "money" and "life" in order to scrutinize more closely the 

implications of the alienating choice between "meaning" and "being" that is at the 

heart of what Silverman calls, Lacan's "Law of Language" (Male Subjectivity 35). 

Unlike Lacan, who imagines only one hold-up scenario, I will discuss various ver

sions of this event in the western, and indicate how robbery is implicated in mas-
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culinity. Generally, robbery is enacted as a forbidden transgression of "official" law, 

the basis of the juridical system. In a western, as I will clarify, masculinity is 

favorably constituted via a more or less justified transgression of this law. The close 

interplay and interval between a particular form of masculinity and a hold-up 

enable me to argue for the surplus value of the western as a frame for Lacanian psy

choanalysis in two ways. First, the hold-up scenes serve as a starting point for 

explaining the tension between the transgression of "official" law, written down in 

books, and the Law of Language. Second, I aim to articulate the relation between 

this Law which constitutes subjectivity, and western's constitution of "tough" mas

culinity.2 

In this chapter, I will discuss masculinity by setting up a dialogue between 

Lacanian psychoanalysis and the genre of the western. In the latter, masculinity is 

produced in the eye of the beholder who detects a smooth correspondence between 

the hero's appearance and his "being." In the works of Lacan, on the contrary, sexu

al difference is conceptualized by means of opaque and tricky accounts. A central 

feature of this opacity, and one for which Lacan is criticized, is the shifting, blurred 

definition of the phallus. In chapter two I indicated that in the western the phallus 

is employed by the idealizing viewer as a signifier with a specific referent, that is, 

the male sexual organ. When penis and phallus are perceived to equate, masculini

ty gains shape in contrast to femininity, the one "having" and the other "not having" 

the phallus. Phallic masculinity is a relatively unproblematic concept as long as 

femininity can be conceived of as its "natural" antipode. 

At the same time, Lacan offers a linguistic revision of the phallus that is at 

odds with its assumed equation with the penis. The Law of Language dictates that 

the phallus is a privileged signifier with no material referent at all. 

Correspondingly, the distinction between masculinity and femininity becomes mes

sier than mere binary opposition.3 I will imply in this and subsequent chapters that 

the hero's masculinity is jeopardized by other problems than the "threat" of femi

nization - e.g. the face-off with his father (chapter five), or his encounter with the 

Indian (chapter seven). In this chapter, I will examine what danger to the cowboy's 

masculinity looms over his endeavor to narrate the story of his showdown in flash

back. John Ford's western The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) is particularly 

useful for discussing this menace, because the film thematizes the tension between 

masculinity and the Law of Language. Guided by this film, which deviates from the 

standard western in its emphasis upon story-telling, I aim to show how the genre 

copes with the conflict between "meaning" and "being." 

"Meaning" versus "Being": Alienation and Separation 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance has a hold-up scene which for the most part con

firms Lacan's "scenario." Nevertheless, it is relevant to take a closer look at this 
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scene for two reasons. More clearly than Lacan's example, the scene shows what is 

irrevocably lost in such a situation. At the same time, the scene is situated on the 

cutting edge between law and its transgression and between two kinds of manliness. 

The elderly and celebrated Senator Ransom Stoddard (James Stewart) tells 

the story of how he became the victim of a robbery when he first went West as a 

young man. As he begins the story, the film flashes back to the moment when the 

stagecoach robber Liberty Valance (Lee Marvin) and his men, all masked with huge 

handkerchief, force the coach-drivers to "stand and deliver." They take the cash-box, 

then order the passengers to step out of the coach. When one of the robbers com

mands a widow to hand over a brooch that she inherited from her deceased hus

band, Ransom intervenes and shouts: "What kind of man are you?" Liberty Valance 

hits him with his silver-knobbed whip, knocking him to the ground, and asks rhe

torically: "What kind of man are you, dude?" Then we see a shot/reverse shot: lying 

on the ground, Ransom looks upward; Liberty stares downwards. Ransom says he is 

an attorney-at-law and he will see Liberty in jail for this. Liberty only sneers at the 

word "jail" and sends his fellow-robbers away. Then he knocks Ransom down again 

and rummages through his papers: "Books? Law?" After Liberty has torn pages out 

of the books, he bends over the recumbent attorney-at-law and snarls at him: "I'll 

teach you law ... western law." He beats the helpless Ransom until two of his accom

plices pull Liberty away. The young man is left behind wounded. 

In this stagecoach robbery scene from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, two 

opposite attitudes towards the law as well as manliness are strikingly apparent. 

Ransom is characterized by an unconditional attachment to official law whereas 

Liberty shows an explicit disrespect for such law.4 This disrespect is embodied by 

his allegiance to the "western law" he vows to hammer home to Ransom. Western 

law, as will become clear later in the film, cannot be committed to paper and is not 

ruled by principles of equality: it is the unwritten law of the strongest combatant 

and the fastest shooter. Liberty who sticks to this law considers Ransom everything 

but a man. Liberty's question "What kind of man are you, dude?" is rhetorical and 

it hardly needs answering. The fact that Liberty addresses Ransom as "dude" 

already implies that he has his doubts about the attorney's masculinity, which are 

confirmed by Ransom's inability to defend himself against Liberty's violence. 

Moreover, Ransom's masculinity is visually questioned by being predominantly 

shot from a relatively high angle, emphasizing his subordinate position. 

When Ransom asks Liberty's accomplice who wants to filch the brooch from 

the widow: "What kind of man are you?" another idea of manliness is being 

activated. A real man does not behave impertinently towards women but he shows 

courtesy. In short, in this fragment, two visions of masculinity are juxtaposed. In 

Liberty's vision, masculinity equals being strong and fast on the draw; in Ransom's 

vision, it is linked to symbolic formality. 
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The incident in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance also illustrates that the vic

tim of a hold-up is not just deprived of material possessions, as Lacan's example 

might seem to suggest. Ransom's resistance to the robbery is provoked by the cri

minal's rude treatment of the widow. He is reserved when they steal his own purse 

but he breaks his passivity the moment the widow shows her attachment to her 

brooch. In the choice between two possibilities (money or life) his attempt to pro

tect the widow's beloved ornament is made at the risk of his own life. Having 

attempted to take an active role, however, he must endure staggering blows and so 

becomes a victim in a physical sense. The original oppositional choice necessarily 

implied his assuming a passive role. This also reduces the robbed man to the role 

of victim - in a psychic sense: he becomes someone who stands by helplessly. 

We can now describe more precisely that particular part which is always lost 

in a hold-up. In addition to money, a robbed person is deprived of precisely the 

speech which makes him/her a subject. Surrendering to the robbers' wishes -

making the safe choice for life - means that s/he is temporarily gagged. S/he opts 

for being silenced in order not to snub the attackers. Ransom, however, attempts to 

have a say in the affair. As a consequence, he is not only beaten but, significantly, 

loses his power of speech until he is nursed back to health later in the film. 

Moreover, everything he says up until his silencing is taunted as "non-meaning." 

Boldly translated, the robbers tell Ransom: "You ask us if we are men but you your

self do not know what it means to be a man." A victim's power of speech - which 

constitutes the essence of subjectivity - is short-circuited in a hold-up. The subject 

no longer is an expressive "I" who meets understanding. S/he is coerced into a 

meek, silent role and submitted to the whimsical demands of others, of robbers. 

The Lacanian conflict between "meaning" and "being" is foreshadowed in 

my rendering of the hold-up from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. In Ford's 

western film, Ransom takes action as soon as one of the bandits violate the conven

tion that one behaves properly towards a lady. After he has been knocked down, the 

young attorney-at-law begins to threaten with "meaning," the domain of social rules: 

"I'll see you in jail." In Ransom's eyes, Liberty is an ungainly villain since he does 

not feel strongly obliged to follow social conventions. Moreover, the jail with which 

he threatens Liberty is not only a materially but also a symbolically constructed 

space for social outcasts. 

In this scene, Liberty acts as if he does not bother about symbolic bonds, 

which are the basis of the order of society. He sneers at everything that is 

meaningful to Ransom, in particular the symbolic notions of jail, law, books. 

Ransom as the internal narrator of the story of the hold-up, in which he is cast as 

underdog, tries to construct his identity as follows: "I try to be a decent man 

according to social rules." Liberty's violent response shocks Ransom and can be read 

as saying: "You, lawman, are a dude and greenhorn because you are attached to 



part two chapter four 85 

'meaning' and therefore you fail in 'being' a man." When Liberty announces that he 

will teach him "western law," he speaks about the physical principle of the survival 

of the fittest, which is not curtailed by any symbolic contract. While for Ransom the 

law is couched in letters and rules, for Liberty this law has no meaning at all. 

The scene from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance illustrates the incompati

bility between "meaning" and that which is fundamentally incapable of being sym

bolized, namely "being." Lacan considers this conflict as the basis for the alienation 

which every subject has to undergo. Alienation implies making the fundamental 

choice for "meaning" at the expense of (the illusion of) "being." This choice creates 

a necessary sacrifice and calls the question to mind: of what does the inevitable 

remainder consist which the subject who has chosen "meaning" irreparably lacks? 

The mortgage a subject has to pay in order to participate in signification is 

divided into two components. Firstly, of course, "being" or "its very life." By "being" 

Lacan understands an "I" who recognizes him- or herself and completely coincides 

with him- or herself. "Being" is an impossible illusion, since the subject has always-

already lost the title to "being." A subject could only coincide with him- or herself if 

and insofar as s/he could see (or hear, feel) him- or herself from the point where 

s/he is. From the beginning, however, this is out of the question: the subject's most 

ideal and most coherently shaped observation of him- or herself derives at best from 

a (mirror) reflection. "I" cannot see with my own self the eyes and ears that I see in 

the mirror image. Hence, the subject does not coincide with him- or herself, 

because s/he can only learn to know him- or herself as an other, via an external 

image. Due to the incoherence of the "I," Lacan claims, every subject is constituted 

by a lack-in-being. 

The incoherence of the "I" is humorously exploited in the French-Belgian 

comic strip series Lucky Luke. In the episode De Duivdsranch (1986) the title hero, 

a laconic cowboy, descends a staircase. Suddenly Lucky Luke notices a dark figure 

and shoots at it. At that moment, a mirror splinters completely. As the glass falls to 

the ground Lucky Luke remarks that he thought that he had seen that image 

before. On the one hand, the cowboy's comment is an amusing illustration that the 

hero recognizes himself as an other. On the other hand, the scene is humorous 

because Lucky Luke shoots faster than his shadow. He has already shot before his 

mirror image is even able to draw his gun. This impossible joke is the comic 

reversal of Lacan's thesis that the most ideal and complete observation of the "I" 

manifests itself in the mirror reflection. Lucky Luke is represented as so unique that 

even his mirror image or shadow cannot equal him. He is a caricature hero since 

lack-in-being does not concern him, but rather his mirror image, a supposedly 

unmediated representation of his self. Precisely because of the discrepancy between 

the character and his image, it is even more impossible for the comic strip cowboy 

to coincide with himself. He is not only unable to see himself from the point where 
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he is, but even his mirror image cannot observe him adequately. 

"Being" is not the only charge the subject has to pay in order to participate 

in signification. Having once made the forced choice for "meaning," the subject is 

then deprived of the possibility of total signification. According to Lacan, the sub

ject will always run up against a certain measure of "non-meaning." This implies 

that the subject cannot have full access to "meaning," since signifiers, crucial mate

rials in the symbolic order, are fundamentally slippery. The signifier "manliness" is 

a case in point. The attackers in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance refuse to accept 

Ransom's notion of manliness and demonstrate in a hard-handed manner for (and 

on) him what they themselves understand to constitute manliness. Ransom, the vic

tim in the hold-up, encounters "non-meaning" in this scene, since it turns out that 

his notion of "manliness" is not shared unanimously by everyone. In short, the sig

nifier "manliness" has no fixed, inherent content. 

The problem of "non-meaning" can be elaborated with the help of an 

example from Freud's work. In a footnote to his analysis of his grandson's fort/da 

game with the small wooden reel in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud describes 

the little boy's game with his mirror reflection. By crouching down below the mir

ror the child has found a method of making himself disappear as he utters the 

words "Baby o-o-o-o!" which represents in Freud's lexicon the German word "fort" 

["gone"] (SE XVIII 15). One moment the boy is present to himself as an external 

image; the next moment he is absent. That is, since the boy no longer sees himself, 

he has staged his own spatial disappearance (Silverman, Subject 169). This reading 

can clearly be linked to Lacan's account of the sacrifice of "being." An additional ele

ment in Freud's footnote story, however, is the expression "Baby 0-0-0-0!" The 

child's words refer to his absence - "meaning" comes into being by way of his visu

al disappearance before the mirror. In the process of "naming" himself ("baby"), he 

designates his fading ("fort"). The subject enters language by signifying his or her 

division from the self, that is, his or her alienation. Hence, his or her access to the 

symbolic order is, so to speak, marked by an "I am not," since "I" cannot see myself 

seeing myself. 

As soon as the subject describes his or her absence of "being" via the word 

"gone," s/he him- or herself disappears in meaning, or rather in a chain of signi

fiers. At this point, "non-meaning" comes into full play. Lacan describes the conse

quence of the choice of meaning as follows: "If we choose meaning, the meaning 

survives only deprived of that part of non-meaning that is, strictly speaking, that 

which constitutes in the realization of the subject, the unconscious" (FFCP 211). 

This passage evokes the question of the relation between "non-meaning" and 

the unconscious on the one hand and the subject on the other. It is one of Lacan's 

best known axioms that the signifier represents the subject for another signifier 

(Écrits 316). Becoming a subject implies addressing oneself as an "I" or via a first 
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name, like "Jacques." In this way, the subject assumes a symbolic identity: s/he 

turns out to be apparently unique. The personal pronoun, however, is simultane

ously semantically impersonal, since anyone may use the signifier "I" to refer to 

him- or herself (Bal, On Meaning-Making 186). Similarly, a first name is often given 

at random, since there are no inner or external characteristics that bind all boys 

named "Jacques." As a consequence, there is no motivated relation between the sig

nifier "I," or my first name, and my specific "being": there is no way to speak or see 

my "being." Signifiers, verbal as well as visual, can only refer to "being" in an 

arbitrary and abstract way, because no single signifier can be reduced to "being." 

Because of its arbitrary nature, language always fails as a means of representation. 

The meaning or content of words are only determined by conventions. I am repre

sented by the signifier "I," but the nomenclature is not my unique possession, since 

everyone can share this pronoun. The subject is only an "I" among other "I's." This 

signifier belongs to the pre-fabricated order of "meaning" and symbols, rather than 

to my unique essence. Lacan draws the conclusion from his theory of language that 

the subject - whose access to "being" is blocked because of his or her forced choice 

for "meaning" - is dependent upon the "meaning" which constitutes him/her. The 

subject is subordinated to the symbolic order of conventions, the big Other, the cul

turally coded field of intersubjective (mis)communication. 

There is another way to put the problem of "non-meaning." Total significa

tion is impossible, since the subject is deprived of the unary or master signifier - the 

one which attests to the loss of "being." In Lacan's conception of language, a signi

fier cannot be tied to one specific signified once and for all, but a signifier always 

refers to another signifier. In this way, a chain of signifiers arises which make it 

impossible to fix meaning. Rather, language is marked by a fundamental indeter

minacy and a constant slippage of meaning (Rose 43). The unary or master signifier 

is the exception to the rule of indeterminacy. The master signifier is the key to sig

nification, but the point is that this supreme signifier is withdrawn from the field 

of language. This means that the unary signifier lacks a referential function. The 

unconscious is structured around this irreducible signifier, which is labeled as 

"non-meaning," since it cannot occupy any place in the order of language. Lacan 

gives a hypothetical example of a stone covered with hieroglyphics which you find 

in the desert (FFCP 199). You recognize the hieroglyphics as a chain of signifiers, 

and you thereby become an addressee. As such, you are adopted into the field of the 

Other. The message is undecipherable, however, since the riddle of the "letter" does 

not yield up any meaning to you. You are the addressee in terms of "meaning," but 

the stone is not addressed to you in terms of "being," since you do not possess the 

key to signification ("non-meaning"). The unconscious is situated in this split 

between the subject's "being" and the field of the Other and manifests itself in the 

unreadable "letter." Hence, the unconscious is a place where meanings are not 
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negotiated, but only function as signifiers (Smith, Discerning the Subject 73). 

The process of alienation implies that the subject is divided by definition. 

The subject lacks "being" as well as the signifier which irreducibly represents 

"being." The term for the master signifier of the subject's alienation in signification 

is "the (symbolic) phallus." This phallus is a signifier that should be distinguished 

from the physical, male organ which it is said to represent. Earlier I spoke about the 

phallus and its inevitable alignment with the penis as its visual counterpart. This 

phallus is the "imaginary" phallus, which the subject either "has" or does not 

"have." By contrast, the "symbolic" phallus attests to the subject's eternal "fading" 

away. It is the supreme signifier of impossible identity that represents what cannot 

be represented within the symbolic order, since it is irreversibly lost: "being." 

Hence, the symbolic phallus is no more (and no less) than a neutral signpost 

marking the entry into the symbolic order. It is the master signifier that does not 

refer because it is excluded from the chain of signifiers (Brennan 4). 

As I mentioned before, Lacan is often criticized for the slumbering confu

sion between the symbolic phallus and the imaginary phallus. The extensive 

slippage between the phallus in its symbolic capacity, and the phallus in its 

imaginary capacity (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" 97), means that Lacan's theory is 

ambiguous. In its imaginary capacity, the phallus can be "possessed," conferred 

upon men via the image of the (larger-than-life) penis. In this regard, the 

penis/phallus equation articulates masculine identity. The imaginary phallus 

designates that it is a male prerogative to fill the gaps in "being" with an illusory 

plenitude: it is possible to just "be" a man. 

The symbolic phallus blurs this scenario by defining the limits of subjectivi

ty, male as well as female. According to this conception, every subject is marked by 

symbolic castration: by means of it, the subject exchanges his or her "being" for a 

place in the symbolic order (Zizek, Enjoy 171). The subject him- or herself becomes 

part of the chain of signifiers which represent the subject. As a consequence of this 

exchange, the subject is, by definition, alienated. When the subject is deprived of 

the symbolic phallus, a particular object becomes for him or her an object of desire 

(Lacan, "Desire" 28), the objet petit a. Lacan provides an outline of the objet a in his 

schematization of the itinerary of the drive. He distinguishes between the "aim" and 

the "goal" of a drive. The "aim" of a subject's drive is the path that is taken while the 

"goal" always is to score a hit, regardless the object (Lacan, FFCP 179). Though the 

drive progresses from its source the subject always returns from his or her journey 

with "empty hands" (Silverman, Threshold 76). Lacan's schema shows a loop with 

the objet a inside it but since the loop does not close, the subject cannot attain the 

object. This objet a is the cause of the subject's desire, and according to Lacan in his 

seminar on Hamlet, this object can emerge as a stand-in for both the subject's 

"being" and the signifier of his or her alienation, that is, the phallus. 
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Although the objet a cannot be translated into the symbolic circuit, the sub

ject will always direct him- or herself at the objet a, without ever catching up with it. 

This does not imply that the detour which the subject necessarily makes to 

approach his or her desire does not reach a destination. The object to which the sub

ject attaches him- or herself, however, is only an inadequate substitute for the objet 

a, which by definition remains unrealizable (Mooij 39). This substitute - provoked 

by scenes of fantasy - is part of the chain of signifiers, since the subject unjustly pre

sumes that the Other contains objet a. Therefore, the subject's desire is always 

embedded in the desire of and for the Other. However, the Other cannot meet our 

desire, because objet a itself is situated outside the chain of signifiers. 

At this point, I can summarize two operations which Lacan discusses in 

chapters 16 and 17 of FFCP. In the process of alienation, the subject gains access to 

meaning by sacrificing "being" and the symbolic phallus. The loss of the phallus as 

the master signifier which attests to a lack-in-being, confronts every subject with a 

constant slippage of meaning. The second operation is linked to this process and is 

named separation. The Lacanian version of "separation" consists of the "superim

position of two lacks" (FFCP 214). In this chapter I will limit myself to discussing 

the first lack. Presented with the gaps between signifiers when s/he appears as an 

"I" in the field of the Other, the subject tries to fill the gaps with a stand-in, the objet 

a that the Other is supposed to possess. Since this stand-in is an impossible object 

of desire, it will create an irreparable separation between the subject and the Other, 

that is between "I" (symbolic identity) and objet a (the object-cause of desire that 

lacks a fixed reference point within the symbolic order). 

I See In "You Something More Than You" 

Starting from this scenario of alienation and separation, the question arises to what 

extent we have to reconsider the image of the western hero. How can the interpre

tation of the hero's "being" in chapter two be joined with Lacan's Law of Language, 

which compels every subject to suffer symbolic castration? In other words, how does 

the traditional western hero relate to the tension between "meaning" and that which 

constantly "fades away," namely "being?" To answer this question I will analyze a 

"your money or your life!"-scene, which appears to be completely at odds with the 

hold-up scene in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. This scene is from George Roy 

Hill's successfully comic western film Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969). 

By the late 1960s, self-reflexive wit had become fashionable in westerns. The film, 

accordingly, is full of playful references to classical conventions. This allows me to 

read the following scene as a metageneric comment with a distinct "over the top" 

quality. 

In the first shot of the Sundance Kid (Robert Redford), he is a dealer in a 

game at cards. While we see him in medium-shot, we hear one player ask off-screen 
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what the secret of his success is. While the camera remains focussed on the 

mustached Sundance, another card-player says, after another lost game, that the 

dealer is a hell of a card-player: "I can't even spot how you're cheating." The man 

who has lost the game moves his chair and, judging by the movement of his right 

arm which is on-screen, rises: "The money stays and you go." A brief cut to the card-

player's gunbelt is followed by another close-up of Sundance's face that barely 

registers any change. Sundance's friend Butch (Paul Newman) passes in front of 

him, as Sundance tells his buddy that he was not cheating. He adds: "If he invites 

us to stay, then we'll go. He's gotta invite us to stick around." We see a shot of 

Butch, who tries to convince the card-player to ask them to stick around. Since there 

is no response, Butch says: "I can't help you, Sundance." As Butch utters the name 

"Sundance," the camera for the first time cuts to the card-player's face in close-up. 

His nervousness is apparent in his restless eye-movements. In an apologetic tone, 

he says: "I didn't know you were the Sundance Kid, when I said you were cheating." 

In a long shot, while we see the card-player's back, Butch tries again: "Why don't 

you just invite us to stick around? Come on you can do it." The card-player mum

bles, his face in close-up: "Why don't you just stick around?" Butch gathers together 

the money on the table, and says: "Thanks, we gotta get going." While Sundance 

walks away, the motionless card-player asks him: "Hey kid (and louder) hey, kid, 

how good are you?" Moving quickly, in a rapidly cut scene, Sundance shoots the gun 

out of the card-player's hands and makes it slide across the floor with some well-

aimed shots. 

The significance of this scene becomes particularly clear when it is set off 

against the psychoanalytic version of alienation and against the hold-up scene from 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. The subject's desire expresses itself in a vain 

pursuit of "being" and of that which at times emerges as its substitute, the objet a. 

These attempts are mediated through the Other, which organizes the subject's 

desire upon its entry into language. Thus, the symbolic order dictates to us how to 

desire. The central place of the Other - as a structural Third, giving perspective on 

any I-you relation (Muller 137) - results in the subject's question "Who am I for the 

Other?" This question of identity emphasizes the subject's dependence on meaning 

and social conventions. The subject expects the Other to have the answer to his or 

her identity. This is clearly brought out in the The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. 

Ransom does not seek revenge in a straight confrontation with Liberty, which would 

be a two-party fight. He seeks support from a third Party: law, jail, books, constitu

tive elements of the field of the Other as a symbolic institution. For the Other, 

Ransom will come across as a more decent gentleman than his opponent, who ridi

cules his manliness. 

The situation is almost reversed in the fragment from Butch Cassidy and the 

Sundance Kid. Sundance is the one who is threatened since he has to choose 
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between money or life, but nothing can be derived from his expressionless face. The 

situation changes as soon as Butch drops his friend's name "Sundance." At that 

moment, the film cuts to the face of the threatening, now threatened card-player. 

His nervous look contrasts sharply with the invariably stoic expression on 

Sundance's face. It seems as if the card-player himself feels threatened at the men

tion of Sundance's name. In this case, his position switches from being the one to 

threaten to himself feeling threatened. This switch is analogous to a narratological 

shift. For the first time in the scene, there is a shot/reverse shot formation. At the 

moment the reverse shot marks his position as embedded focalizer, the card-play

er's self-confident tone turns into visible shakiness. Initially, his voice sounds firm: 

"The money stays and you go." Upon hearing Sundance's name, we see how the 

card-player with the gun looks at his opponent with skittish eyes. Judging from his 

nervousness, the card-player sees his victim - his focalized object - not as a fearful 

man but as a man to be feared. 

The card-player acquires the position of embedded focalizer upon realizing 

that he faces the famous Sundance. The scene has an "over the top" quality, 

because at the moment of the reverse shot, when the name "Sundance" is disclosed, 

the card-player, contrary to any symbolic Law, supposes a correspondence between 

signifier, in this case (unique) first name, and his target's "being," which can be 

transcribed as: "Since you are Sundance, I recognize you, because of your name and 

reputation, as my "natural' superior." The robber acknowledges that his opponent is 

not just some ordinary guy, but someone who possesses some indefinable surplus 

value, signified by the name "Sundance." 

This acknowledgment of the other man's superiority is a crucial condition 

for the scene to be seen as a visual transcription of one of Lacan's formulas: there 

is "in you something more than you - the objet petit a" (FFCP 263). This formula, ori

ginally meant to illustrate paradoxical aspects of love, can help to clarify the uncon

ventional hold-up scene in Hill's film. While the robber holds the position of "I" as 

embedded focalizer, the confrontation does not become a usual "I-you" exchange 

with reversible and hence, potentially equivalent positions. The card-player talks to 

Sundance but the Kid does not talk back and uses his friend Butch as mediator. In 

not addressing the card-player directly, Sundance keeps a distance from his oppo

nent and evades the usual "I-you" exchange. Because of this evasion, a transcription 

of the card-player's train of thought might run like this: "You refuse to talk to me, 

since you do not consider me on an equal footing with you. Now I know that you are 

Sundance, I fully acknowledge that you are not just a 'you,' but that there is 'in you 

something more than you.'" 

Lacan's formula can also explain why the card-player cannot but repeat the 

instructed request. It is relevant to keep in mind that the formula names the objet a 

as the surplus value that the "you" is presumed to represent. This object is only a 
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semblance of what the subject is presumed to desire. The objet a has no concrete 

form by definition, but is a mere illusion created in the eye of the beholder which 

vanishes as soon as one tries to grasp hold of it. The recognition that there is "in you 

more than you - objet petit a" implies that a subject sees an other as so unique and 

special that his or her own desire is articulated in the other/Other.5 The scene from 

Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid offers a version of this articulation. Initially, 

Sundance's appearance does not strike him as an extraordinary man. The name 

"Sundance," on the contrary, makes the card-player both see his opponent and him

self with different eyes, which can be paraphrased as: "Informed about your fame, I 

admit your natural dominance and confess my own insignificant identity: Who am 

I to rob you of your money?" 

Reading from the Lacanian perspective I employ here, such an ineluctable 

question of subjectivization (who am I) is linked to a question of desire: "What does 

the Other want from me?" (Écrits 312) In the scene Sundance mentions a clear wish. 

The Kid instructs Butch which words to put into his opponent's mouth: "He's gotta 

invite us to stick around." After the card-player knows that the man he robs is 

named Sundance, he complies with the buddies' demand to ask them to stick 

around. Next, they make the card-player entirely dependent upon meaning, or 

rather, the arbitrariness of meaning. They force him to request something ("ask us 

to stick around"), but they act contrary to his "request" ("we gotta get going"). In 

this way, he literally is made submissive to the constant slippage of meaning. He 

makes his appeal to them, but their answer negates it. 

After his surrender, the card-player requires a proof of his supposition that 

Sundance is by nature a man: "Hey Kid, how good are you?" This request is coun

terproductive, since the hero can be tempted to subjectivization. In the case of 

reflected subjectivization, the hero will ask himself: Who am I as an object for the 

other? What does the other see in me? These questions mean acknowledging the 

discord between "I" and objet a. A transcription of this discord would run like this: 

"I, whom you might consider a man in terms of gender and social meaning, too, 

have relinquished 'being' nor do I possess the objet a as its stand-in." 

Subjectivization implies exposing that there is not "in me something more than 

me," because I am just an "I" among other "I's." Sundance's answer, however, is to 

return the request by divesting the card-player of his gun with well-aimed shots. He 

leaves interpretation to the questioner who can still be labeled the embedded 

focalizer: "I, card-player, asked you, Sundance, if you are good but since you are a 

skilled shooter, I assume you must be good indeed. In other words, I am still 

inclined to think that "there is in you something more than you.'" 

We can now note a decisive shift between the attempts to hold up Ransom 

Stoddard in Ford's western and to rob Sundance in Hill's western. As internal nar

rator of a conventional story of the hold-up Ransom had to sacrifice money to save 
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his life. His story is a parable of the subject's forced choice between "meaning" and 

"being." According to this choice, the subject always-already has exchanged "being" 

for a place in the symbolic order. Ransom has become dependent on the field of lan

guage, which results in a question of alienating identity: "Who am I (in the eyes of 

the Other)?" The impossible "your money or your life!"-scene from Butch Cassidy 

and the Sundance Kid, in which the robbed man not only saves his life but also runs 

away with the money, is the reverse of this account of alienation. Sundance is 

focalized by his robber who admits his own insignificant identity and recognizes his 

victim as a man by nature. Hence, Sundance's identity is constructed via the 

question of alterity "Who is he in my eyes?" which is a reversal of the question of 

identity. The robber's straightforward answer might be transcribed as: "In case you 

are Sundance, I surrender and implicitly confess that I am not a sturdy robber but 

just a lousy thief." Focalized by an other, Sundance is imagined as a "you" in whom 

there is "something more than you." This imagining comes about insofar as 

Sundance is an object of focalization. 

Occupying the position of focalized object has the advantage that one is not 

confronted with the defining limits of subjectivity that are generated by addressing 

oneself as "I" and exchanging one's "being" for a place in the symbolic texture. In 

order to escape these limits the hero's otherness is emphasized in most descrip

tions. Though trustworthy and good-natured, he remains a completely inscrutable 

stranger of unknown origins. Focalized in chapter two by tenderfoots, women, and 

children, in chapter three by a comic hotel owner, or in this chapter by an insecure 

card-player, the hero is a character who seems not to have suffered from the forced 

choice between "meaning" and "being." Instead of an "I" who constantly misrecog-

nizes himself, the hero is a man in whom embedded focalizers recognize 

"something more than him." Or, to cite once again the passage from The Virginian 

focalized by the tenderfoot-narrator: ". . . in [the hero's] eye, in his face, in his step, 

in the whole man, there dominated a something potent to be felt, I should think, by 

man or woman" (Wister 17). 

The embedded focalizers who recognize in the hero that indefinable X which 

makes him more than a split subject, are trapped by a fetishistic illusion, which can 

be paraphrased as: "We know very well that every subject has to relinquish 'being' 

for 'meaning,' but nevertheless we see the hero as a man who did not make this 

sacrifice." Hence, the embedded focalizers in traditional westerns define the hero -

contrary to the psychoanalytic Law of Language which decrees the inevitable and 

inescapable surrender of "being" - as a man who coincides with his "being." As a 

focalized object, the hero appears secured from the symbolic castration which 

befalls every subject. In contrast to anyone else, he seems to have escaped the 

inauguration into the regime of lack. 
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Discord between " I " and Objet a 

The conflict between "meaning" and "being" is manifested in the illusionary per

ception of the western hero's masculine "being." On the basis of a scene from 

Anthony Mann's film The Naked Spur (1953) I will now elaborate how this forced 

choice is also enacted upon the level of the law. In Mann's western Howard Kemp 

(James Stewart) initially poses as a representative of law but ultimately turns out to 

be a bounty hunter, an outlaw. The scene which epitomizes this change illustrates 

how Howard is no longer reinforced by a function ("meaning") and has to rely on 

"being." This scene correspondingly articulates the tension between masculinity 

and subjectivity. 

In The Naked Spur, Howard chases Ben Vandergroat (Robert Ryan), who has 

entrenched himself deep in the mountains. On his way Howard meets Jesse Tate 

(Millard Mitchell), shows him a wanted poster for Ben, and promises him twenty 

dollars if he agrees to assist him. The two of them then meet the renegade officer 

Lt. Roy Anderson (Ralph Meeker), who ultimately plays a decisive role in capturing 

Ben. Their mission accomplished, Howard offers Jesse a small bag of money: "Here 

Tate, that settles us, I'm much obliged to you." Jesse asks Ben if he now can 

become deputy-sheriff. Ben joins the conversation: "You ain't letting yourself on as 

a sheriff or something, are you Howie?" Jesse is suprised: "Ain't he? He told me he 

was a peace-officer. . . . He only said you were wanted." Ben pulls out a copy of the 

tracing bill stating that he is wanted for five thousand dollars. Roy asks rhetorically: 

"Why would a man tear off the bottom of a poster?" 

A low-angle camera shows Howard pull his second gun and with a 

tight-lipped face say: "I'm taking him back and I'm gonna do it alone." He sees that 

Jesse and Roy are not impressed and they propose sharing the reward. His only 

option is to agree. Ben smiles ironically: "Looks like you've got yourself a couple of 

partners." Finally, Howard agrees with Jesse and Roy to divide the reward in three. 

It is significant that Howard poses as a sheriff, a man who serves the law. 

Jesse is happy to do a sheriff a good turn. He hopes to be appointed deputy, that is, 

to fulfil a function articulated within the social order. The criminal Ben, however, 

reveals that Howard is a vulgar bounty hunter and shows Jesse the original tracing 

bill. Ben turns out to be a wanted man who is worth a tremendous amount of 

money. At the moment that this is disclosed, the shift from "meaning" to (the illu

sion of) "being" takes place. Until then Howard derives his authority from an 

adopted function and could hide himself behind a symbolic identity, bound up with 

the law. Due to the disclosure, the pseudo-sheriff realizes that he no longer derives 

his surplus value from the order of "meaning." Like his two partners, he is only an 

outlaw, chasing money. When it is revealed that he has unjustly passed himself off 

as a sheriff, he has to rely on "being," which was initially irrelevant. In token of this 

awareness he pulls his second gun to defend himself as an outlaw against his 
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"assistants": he wants his prisoner/bounty or he shoots them. 

Two aspects are striking. First, since Howard is filmed in a low-angle medi

um-shot, we see his tight-lipped face all the better. When the entire group is shown, 

there is a high-angle shot, over the shoulders of the "threatened" men, which makes 

Howard look smaller than them. Secondly, his "assistants" are not impressed by the 

threat of Howard's gun. We can conclude from this that Howard as a focalized 

object of both the spectator (via camera angles) and of other characters (because of 

their calmness and laconic argumentation) is not recognized as a man characterized 

by "being." Because of his status, he would have been accepted as already someone. 

They treat him with respect thanks to his job as defender of the law. But at the 

moment they discover he is a bounty hunter, they no longer regard him as superi

or. He is no longer judged by his function but by his individuality and appearance. 

In the eyes of the characters whom he threatens with his gun, but ultimate

ly does not harm, he fails in his guise as outlaw. Their attitude forces him to aban

don his threat and to agree with their proposal to divide the reward in three. This 

compromise is Howard's ultimate moment of subjectivization, which can be 

transcribed as: "I admit that I am not the man whom I tried to make you believe I 

was." At this very moment, he falls prey to separation, the discord between "I" and 

objet a. The illusion that the traditional hero possesses an unnameable surplus 

value, by which the embedded focalizer is impressed and enticed, can only be 

sustained insofar as the hero does not inscribe himself in the symbolic order as an 

"I," split by definition. He remains a masculine outsider only as long as he takes no 

notice of the judgment and the look of others. Howard, however, cannot escape the 

new attitude of his "assistants." He notices that they do not take his masculinity 

seriously. Therefore, he has to change his tack and accept the proposed deal. At that 

moment, he is no longer exceptional but becomes one of them. 

So far, three "your money or your life!"- scenes were analyzed in relation to 

Lacan's notion of the forced choice between "meaning" and "being." As we saw, 

Ransom Stoddard relied completely upon "meaning" and symbolic formality. In the 

scene with the Sundance Kid, the situation is different owing to a narratological 

shift. Ransom is a disempowered internal narrator in his flashback-scene - a dude 

in the eyes of Liberty Valance. The Sundance Kid, by contrast, is a focalized object: 

in the eyes of his robber, he is already, in and of himself, a man who is not marked 

by lack-in-being. The robber seems to tell him that there is "in you something more 

than you - the objet petit a," which can function as substitute for "being" or the 

phallus. The illusion of "being" is not enfeebled in this scene, because Sundance 

does not yield himself to subjectivization. When the card-player asks the Kid how 

good he really is, Sundance does not answer with words, but he shoots the gun from 

his opponent's belt in quick fashion. It is up to the card-player to conclude from this 

act that Sundance really is good. By refusing to address the robber directly, 
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Sundance remains an outsider, a "you," to whom the card-player still can attribute 

the status of inaccessible hero. He only risks being robbed of this status as soon as 

he lets himself be situated in the role of "I." In the scene from Hill's western, the 

separation between "I" and objet a is not revealed. Hence, the fiction of Sundance's 

masculine "being" remains intact. 

The disruption of this fiction is at stake in the scene from The Naked Spur. In 

Mann's western film, we see how law and masculinity hardly go together. His 

"assistants" only paid main protagonist Howard full respect, because they regarded 

him the bearer of a symbolic function. He was not extraordinary owing to (mascu

line) "being" but owing to his place in the symbolic texture. Unmasked as an outlaw 

he is thrown back upon himself and his guns. His "aids" are no longer impressed, 

and their attitude seems to imply: "there is not in you something more than you,' so 

we propose to share the reward." Judging from his tense reaction, we see that 

Howard realizes that he failed in his attempt to fill in his identity with masculine 

"being": Jesse and Roy are not convinced by his appearance. As a consequence of 

the separation between "I" and objet a, he accepts the proposal to split the reward. 

My discussion thus far still leaves two questions unexplored. First, if a hero-

outlaw is to be associated with (the illusion of) "being," how is he to be 

distinguished from the villain? Second, what will happen when a man imagined as 

an embodiment of "being" opts for "meaning?" John Ford's The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance addresses these questions in a metarefiexive way. 

A Man's Cotta Do What a Man's Cotta Do 

The core of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance consists of an extensive flashback nar

rated by the celebrated U.S. Senator Ransom Stoddard in order to explain to three 

journalists why the recently deceased Tom Doniphon (John Wayne) was important 

to him. The journalists of the Shinbone Star want to know why the widely respected 

politician came to visit the funeral of a man whom they considered completely insig

nificant. The name of the apparent nobody "Tom Doniphon" has even disappeared 

from the local archives. Ransom explains that Shinbone has changed since the rail

road came through. He himself dates from the time when the stagecoach was still 

the most important mode of transport, and so does Tom Doniphon. In those days, 

Shinbone was organized differently and Tom could be seen as its personification. 

In his flashback, Ransom makes a clear split between himself as tenderfoot-

lawyer and the sympathetic outlaw-cowboy Tom. After Ransom is beaten, whipped, 

and kicked by Liberty Valance in the stagecoach robbery, Ransom is transported into 

Shinbone by cowboy Tom. With the help of the cowboy's girlfriend Hallie Hess 

(Vera Miles), the wounded Easterner is nursed back to health. Upon his recovery, 

Ransom plans to have Liberty arrested and sentenced on the basis of law. Tom is 

sceptic and tells him that law books do not mean anything in the West where a man 
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settles his own problems. Hallie, however, supports Ransom by stating that "a little 

law and order in Shinbone wouldn't hurt anyone." 

In the meantime, Ransom becomes a kitchen helper at "Peter's Place." The 

atmosphere in the eating room becomes extremely tense one day when Liberty 

enters. Everybody falls silent, apparently afraid of the new guest, who rudely chases 

three customers away. When Ransom has to bring a steak to Tom, he is wearing an 

apron and is referred to by Liberty as the "new waitress." Laughing out loud, Liberty 

trips Ransom, making him fall to the ground and drop the plate he carries. Tom 

intervenes, demanding that Liberty pick up his steak. Liberty refuses to do so, but 

since Tom's black assistant Pompey (Woody Strode) - whose subservience to his 

"master" is stereotypically enhanced in the film by his blackness - is aiming a gun 

at him, the villain is caught in a trap. The camera then catches Liberty and Tom in 

one shot, facing each other motionless, while Ransom frenetically gathers the 

pieces of food onto the plate. Because of Pompey's gun, Liberty and his two 

assistants are finally forced to slink off, causing an uproar outside because of his 

defeat. The then editor-in-chief of the Shinbone Star, Dutton Peabody (Edmond 

O'Brien), is amused by the course of events and jokes that it was "the spectacle of 

Law and Order, rising from grease and mashed potatoes" that scared Liberty off. 

Ransom admits, however, that it was the gun that made Liberty run. 

We have to remember that this scene is narrated by Ransom in a flashback 

at a moment when Ransom himself has come to fully grasp the irony of Dutton 

Peabody's comment. Consequently, the scene is narrated from a viewpoint that 

approves of Tom's actions while mocking Ransom's own behavior. The scene shows 

the lawyer's naive belief that everyone should be faithful to public law, simply 

because it is the law as it is written down in books. Tom, however, teaches him dif

ferently by pointing out the discrepancy between the dead letter of the law and the 

effective gun-toting practice of the West. In the wide open spaces one cannot fall 

back on the law. The only way to occupy frontier space is to consider the official law 

of limited interest. In Ransom's initial opinion, the law is static and untransgressa-

ble, but Tom - supported by Dutton Peabody -favors an elastic understanding of law. 

The law is simply a tool of civilization, and therefore potentially transgressable by 

those men who move between wilderness and civilization. 

The distinction between tenderfoot-lawman, sympathetic outlaw, and "bad" 

outlaw can be understood within the framework of the forced choice. For Ransom, 

the "meaning" of the law is unconditional. He has exchanged "being" for its sym

bolic value and become a member of civilized life. Since access to the symbolic phal

lus is barred to any subject, the law fills the gap as a conventional substitute that can 

be articulated within the symbolic order. As a fundamental institution of society, the 

lawyer believes, the law applies to every situation, since it covers all criminal acts. 

By completely devoting himself to the law/"meaning," Ransom acknowledges his 
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alienated dependency. Tom differs from Ransom, because he does not consider the 

law a sufficiently adequate phallic substitute for regulating social life. In his eyes, a 

villain such as Liberty represents a form of outlawry that cannot be integrated 

within the system of the law. Therefore, Tom's recurring advice to Ransom is: start 

packing a hand-gun, or leave town. For Tom, the law consists of dead letters, which 

are only relevant insofar as everyone shows complete respect for their meaning. 

The law falls short in the case of an excessively bad villain such as Liberty 

Valance. Judging from his rude and violent behavior towards the people of 

Shinbone, he is completely unconcerned with the "meaning" of the law. Liberty is 

bad because he lacks any tie to the principles of law. Liberty's badness and his sta

tus as literal out-law also affect his masculinity. Earlier I quoted from Corey K. 

Creekmur's analysis of John Ford's My Darling Clementine that masculinity can be 

"threatened by either deficiency or excess" (172). Likewise, masculine heroism 

pivots upon a "less" and a "more" in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. Internally 

focalized by the local journalist, Ransom suffers from insufficient masculinity, 

whereas Liberty is marked by hypermasculinity. From the perspective of the citizens 

in Shinbone, the violent villain is characterized by an overinvestment in toughness, 

due to his complete disrespect of the law's "meaning." Considering gender along a 

continuum as Creekmur does, the villain is "bad" because he has progressed too far 

on the continuum of (tough) masculinity. 

The good cowboy Tom chooses a position somewhere between law and out

law. He is neither completely on the side of law as Ransom is nor completely on the 

side of total outlawry as Liberty is. Tom is prepared to acknowledge the law on the 

condition that everyone sticks to it. Since this is not the case in a western, the hero 

is seen as a man who refuses to rely exclusively on "meaning" which equates with 

law, and prefers to trust the fiction of "being." Tom's mediating position between 

devotion to and disrespect for law secures his balanced and whole masculinity. For 

the good cowboy, a reference to (the illusion of) "being" is necessary to fill in pos

sible gaps in the foundations of law. 

The cowboy's transgression of the law is justified by means of the 

widespread proverb that in the West "a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." First, 

we can note that this expression suggests a transparent logic. If a man knows what 

he has to do, he is morally obliged to do it. According to the conventions of the 

genre of the western, this moral obligation should be regarded as an appeal to the 

hero to remedy a certain injustice that is done to him or to society. In such a situ

ation, a sense of justice privileges over written law. Such a sense of justice is not 

clearly articulated, but it presumes a higher law, which a man must execute by 

violent means, if necessary. In that sense the proverb "a man's gotta do what a 

man's gotta do" always corresponds to shortcomings within public law. The hero 

must compensate for these shortcomings. Consequently, the hero's violence is per-
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ceived as providing a necessary support to the failing law. 

Second, we can also note that the proverb "a man's gotta do what a man's 

gotta do" is generally used in westerns as a counterargument to woman's protests 

against the showdown, the duel between gunfighters. Its emphasis on the word 

"man," by definition, would seem to exclude woman from the possibility of grasping 

the sense and significance of a gunfight. Since they do not know the codes men live 

by, their resistance to the showdown is irrelevant. Let me return once more to the 

conversation between Molly Wood and the title hero in Owen Wister's best-selling 

novel The Virginian regarding the questionable benefit of the showdown. According 

to Molly, the showdown is a form of murder the moment the cowboy engages in a 

fight for the sole reason that he has been publicly insulted by his opponent. But her 

future husband, the Virginian, forbids her to call it murder. He convinces her that 

she cannot see "how it must be about a man" (Wister 271). It is impossible to 

explain and fully validate why a man should react violently after a public insult. 

Instead, the Virginian's argumentation implies that such a reaction should be 

accepted as a matter of course. 

The answer to the question who is good and who is bad in the showdown is 

suggested in The Virginian by the actions of the bystanders. Three men cover the 

Virginian's back out of fear that Trampas might shoot him from behind, indicating 

Trampas' craftiness. These same men congratulate the Virginian after he has shot 

and killed Trampas. In the eyes of the male onlookers, the showdown was a clear-

cut case of self-defense. As one of them says after the Virginian's victory, they saw 

that Trampas had his gun out (Wister 274). According to their interpretative vision, 

Trampas was the provocateur, so that the Virginian was justified in doing what he 

did. The male spectators here fulfil the role of judge and jury, since they are the 

embedded focalizers of the scene. Unlike Molly, these male spectators understand 

the unwritten code of "self-defense." Knowledge of this code binds men as an anti-

feminized group, and it holds them together by way of an "identification with a jus

tified form of transgression of the law" (Zizek, Metastases 55). 

In The Virginian, the difference between a feminine and a masculine under

standing of the law can be articulated as follows: for a woman (in terms of gender) 

everything is subjected to the law. A woman rejects the idea of killing someone in 

cold blood. For a man (in terms of gender), the law is subjected to masculine 

"being." These two different understandings of the law also inform the first part of 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. It is telling that Ransom wears an apron and is 

addressed as "waitress": he appears to be too womanized to value tough acting as a 

necessary support of the law and he is ignorant of the code which binds men as an 

anti-feminized group. That makes him a "dude" (Liberty) and a "pilgrim" or "ten

derfoot" (Tom). Editor Dutton Peabody, however, knows the code. After the incident 

in Peter's Place with the steak and mashed potatoes, he makes fun of Ransom's 
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naivety, implying that he is delighted with the intervention of Tom and his assistant 

Pompey. His cheerful and relieved reaction after Liberty's departure indicates that 

the journalist, the town's leading opinion-shaper, identifies with the way Tom has 

transgressed the law. Thanks to Dutton Peabody's explicit approval of Tom's solu

tion, his intervention is considered justified. The tenderfoot-lawyer, by contrast, is 

still dissatisfied with the course of events: he has not yet fully succeeded in 

achieving identification with this form of transgression of the law. 

According to his opinion, society has to call upon the marshal for support 

against criminals, because he is the representative of the law. On the one hand, this 

function is beyond the person: one has to respect the marshal whether he is likeable 

or not. "Meaning" counts rather than "being," implying that the marshal owes his 

place in the symbolic texture to his social function. He is a marshal because he is 

appointed and hence recognized as such in the field of the Other. On the other 

hand, the symbolic function of the marshal requires a certain decorum. The 

presence and appearance of a marshal have to conform to the social authority he is 

endowed with. Since the job of marshal is considered a man's job, he has to possess 

so-called masculine qualities. He is expected to be energetic, firm, and straightfor

ward. In that case, his "meaning" seems fixed: he is a marshal not just by means of 

appointment and symbolic recognition, but because he is in and of himself a 

marshal. At this point, "meaning" and imputed "being" appear to coincide. 

When Ransom calls for a marshal after the hold-up, he expects to see a man 

who lives up to the illusion of masculinity. When Link Appleyard (Andy Devine) 

arrives, Tom introduces the marshal to Ransom as "Mister Law and Order himself." 

The attorney-at-law will soon understand Tom's irony. The marshal appears to be 

reluctant to do what he has to do. According to him, arresting Liberty Valance 

makes no sense because the jail has only one cell and its lock is broken. When 

Ransom later brings up the topic of action, the glutton Link Appleyard answers that 

he has lost his appetite. And upon hearing Liberty's voice in "Peter's Place," he 

silently slips away through the backdoor in order to evade a confrontation. The man 

who is entitled to act at moments of tension refuses to commit himself. He disrupts 

the illusion that one has to be a representative of law in terms of "being." His final 

travesty of his function occurs after Liberty and his men have finally left town, 

towards the end of the film. Although Link Appleyard, as everyone knows, did not 

in any way contribute to their disappearance, he boasts that he has run them out of 

town. His boasting can be seen as a vain attempt to restore the illusory harmony 

between "meaning" and "being." He yearns to convince his public that they have 

chosen him because he is in and of himself a marshal, rather than a flawed subject 

occupying a symbolic office. Since the gap between symbolic function ("meaning") 

and surplus strength (imputed "being") is evident to everyone, he only makes his 

man's job appear accidental and purely ceremonial. 
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I analyzed the relation of several identity positions to the law from perspec

tives that legitimize the cowboy's interventions. The tenderfoot is committed to the 

law, highlighting his Eastern background. The marshal is also situated on the side 

of "meaning": he is appointed as a representative of the law. Ideally but not neces

sarily, his strength complements his function. This is not the case in Ford's 

western: the marshal's presence is only symbolic, for he lacks qualities which might 

radiate the illusion of masculine "being." At the other end of the pole is the bad out

law who disrespects law and is marked by "too much" toughness. His masculinity 

is affected by excess. Finally, in contrast to the emasculated lawyer and marshal and 

to the hypermasculine villain, the "good" cowboy is considered masculine because 

of his in-between position. Since he intervenes when the law needs support, he is 

regarded by focalizers as an entirely positive character. 

The Hero's Subjectivization 

In the previous section I announced a second question: What will happen when the 

good hero opts for "meaning" rather than "being?" This question is at the heart of 

the second half of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance when Ransom is challenged to 

a showdown by Liberty. It is against Ransom's principles to use a gun but he gra

dually realizes that he must improve his marksmanship. Ransom practices shooting 

with both bad grace and little skill. Nevertheless, infuriated by bad publicity, he 

decides to confront Liberty after the villain seriously abuses journalist Dutton 

Peabody and shoots Ransom's nameplate to pieces. This nameplate identifies him 

as an attorney-at-law, and as such determines his symbolic value. The film suggests 

that the journalist's injuries and the destroyed nameplate both contribute to 

Ransom's shifting allegiance from book-law to the western law Tom teaches him: 

out West a man has to settle his own problems in a showdown. 

Contrary to all expectations, Ransom defeats Liberty. Liberty initially toys 

with Ransom, then tells him to come forward out of the shadows so that he can hit 

"the dude" right between the eyes. Suddenly the villain himself falls down. 

Surrounded by many onlookers, Liberty is declared dead. Iconographically and 

generically, Ransom's victory is impossible, for as Douglas Pye mentions, his "phy

sical awkwardness, his unease with a gun, and the apron he is wearing, are promi

nent" ("Genre" 122). After the gunfight, Ransom lacks the laconic air of a hero 

whose job has been done. While he looks distressed, Hallie caresses his face in the 

kitchen of "Peter's Place." At that moment Tom enters and apologizes to Ransom 

that he was not there to assist him: "Sorry, I got here too late. You got yourself out 

ofthat fix real handy." 

From the moment of his victory, Ransom gains renown as the man who shot 

Liberty Valance. During the subsequent meeting for the election of a new statehood 

delegate in the coming era of the railroad he is supported by many citizens and 
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homesteaders as the "great champion of law and order." His opponents, however, 

primarily the big ranchers, accuse him of simultaneously playing the role of judge 

and jury by taking the law into his own hands. Hearing the debate, Ransom silent

ly leaves the hall. Tom stops him and asks him why he is running away. Ransom 

answers that it bothers him to build a life on another man's death. Tom then 

confesses that the attorney-at-law did not kill Liberty Valance: "Think back, pilgrim. 

Valance came out of the saloon. You were walking toward him when he fired his 

first shot. Remember." 

The smoke from Tom's cigarette dissolves into another flashback, but this 

time Tom is represented as the internal narrator. In this flashback-within-a-flash-

back, the story of the showdown between Ransom and Liberty is retold from a dif

ferent angle with Tom as the embedded narrator-focalizer. Initially the showdown 

was presented via shot/reverse shots of Liberty and Ransom as well as shots from 

behind Ransom's back. This time the gunfight is shown from a viewpoint within a 

shady alley. We see how Tom points a rifle at Liberty Valance and kills him. After 

this scene is shown in flashback, Tom says that his actions constituted "cold

blooded murder" and that he wishes he had not saved Ransom's life. Because of his 

act of killing Liberty, his former love Hallie is now Ransom's girl. 

Tom's confession in the form of a flashback-within-a-flashback has conse

quences for both Ransom's and Tom's subjectivity. Ransom, the internal narrator of 

the original flashback, is the man who is supposed to have shot Liberty Valance. By 

way of the embedded flashback the fact that he did not actually kill the villain is 

exposed. This is a crucial point, since he is celebrated by everyone around him as a 

man who not only serves "meaning" in his function as attorney-at-law and, later, as 

a politician, but also as a man who is "in and of himself" a hero. Recalling the 

forced entry into the symbolic order, we can understand why the journalists refuse 

to print the "facts" of Ransom's story and cherish the "legend." Ransom owes his 

fame among the general public to their and the journalists' denial of his alienation. 

People assume that in Ransom the inevitable split between "meaning" and (the illu

sion of) "being" is contravened. 

We see here how the process of phallic identification occurs. Ransom is pre

sumed not to be defined by lack-in-being. Such a perception, the denial of Ransom's 

alienation, manifests itself in the guise of a disavowal of (male) anatomical lack 

(Silverman, Male Subjectivity 62). By viewing Ransom as an accurate shooter, the 

public imagine him as the man who has it all. He has not surrendered "being" nor 

is he anatomically castrated: symbolic and imaginary phallus conflate with each 

other. 

Printing the facts of the showdown would disturb the "legend," as the pre

sent-day editor-in-chief Maxwell Scott (Carleton Young) explains to Ransom. The 

"legend" recalls the myth of "David versus Goliath": the underdog with whom the 
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public can identify, beats the unsympathetic heavy. This myth holds the (pleasura

ble) promise that the common man can rise to surprisingly fame in the public eye. 

If the journalists were to reveal the actual story, they would rob their readers of this 

promise and confront them with the rule that if a man is seen as an ordinary guy, 

he will remain so throughout life. This rule complies with the inevitability of sym

bolic castration. Ransom's willingness to tell them the story makes clear that he 

takes the defining limits of (male) subjectivity for granted. In contrast to the jour

nalists, who reason on behalf of their readers, Ransom fully accepts man's alienated 

dependency on "meaning." 

Unlike Ransom, Tom has "faded away" from public life since Liberty's death. 

There is not a trace left of him in official registers and he is completely insignificant 

within the community. As Ransom's story makes clear, Tom was a prominent citi

zen of Shinbone in the days before the railroad came through. Tom declared he 

could outdraw Liberty Valance and was able to scare him off. During the lawyer's 

secret shooting exercises, Tom proved that he was a skilled and accurate shooter. 

For the internal focalizer the hero's excellent shooting proves that he is on the site 

designated by the objet a, in the western genre a token of conventional masculinity. 

Something different happens in the embedded flashback. Although the 

showdown between Ransom and Liberty has been witnessed by spectators, not one 

of them, excepting the taciturn and loyal servant Pompey, has observed Tom shoot

ing from the shady alley.6 Tom can only clarify that he is the one who actually shot 

Liberty by telling the story himself. He thereby exchanges the traditional hero's 

usual position as a focalized object during the moment of a shoot-out for the one of 

internal narrator-focalizer. This moment of subjectivization marks his initiation 

into the domain of "meaning." A cowboy's heroism is sustained as long as he is not 

represented as an "I" who narrates the events of a showdown. As soon as he begins 

personally to recount the moment, the impossible illusion of the subject's "being" 

disappears. He becomes an "I," who is irreversibly separated from objet aJ 

From this perspective, another shift in story-telling becomes understandable, 

which takes place in the film prior to Tom's flashback-confession. After Tom apo

logizes to Ransom for arriving too late to help him during the showdown, he takes 

off for the local saloon and leaves the lawyer and Hallie behind. Tom becomes 

drunk at the bar and beats up Liberty's two assistants. When Pompey asks him to 

return home, they depart at break-neck speed. Tom staggers into his house, carrying 

an oil lamp. Filmed in frontal medium-shots, his unsteadiness is emphasized by 

instable camera movements. He throws the lamp across the room and, filmed in a 

subjective shot from Tom's perspective, we see how his house catches fire. Pompey 

is able to save him from the flames. This scene visually introduces the hero's sub

jectivization, which is reinforced in the embedded flashback, in which story-telling 

corresponds to a fading away of "being." Usually recognized by others as a man of 
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"being," he suffers from misrecognition after the shoot-out, both because of 

Ransom's success with Hallie and because of his unacknowledged contribution to 

this success. This misrecognition, fundamental to the process of subjectivization, 

results in an attempt to set himself on fire. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance can be read as a reflection upon the ten

sion between subjectivity and masculine heroism. Subjectivity presupposes that 

"being" has been sacrificed with the forced choice of "meaning." "Being" lacks an 

adequate signifier and is barred from the field of "meaning." The western hero, by 

contrast, is regarded as masculine insofar as the choice between "meaning" and 

"being" appears not to be predetermined. He is not a conventional (barred) subject, 

for he is textually acknowledged by a focalizer as an outsider who has escaped the 

fate of making this forced choice. As soon as the hero gives up his ex-centric posi

tion and tells the story of his shoot-out himself, the illusion of "being" fades away 

and he becomes a nobody. He loses what seemed to make him special (objet a) and 

"dissolves" into an "I" among other "I's." The moment he offers his own account of 

the "cold-blooded murder" he committed, Tom is trapped within the field of 

"meaning," which means that he is, following the logic of the forced choice, 

deprived of the illusion of "being." 

From that moment on, he is forced to give way to the rules of subjectiviza

tion, which means that he is marked by alienating dependency. He is no longer a 

"you" or a "he" in the field of the Other, but an "I" who has to ask himself: Who am 

I? Subsequently, he has to admit that there is not "in me something more than me." 

It is his fate that he has delivered himself nilly-willy to the field of "meaning" and 

the only way to minimize the consequences of this fate is to hide away from public 

life, ruled as it is by symbolic values. Having lost his place in the public eye as a man 

in terms of "being" and having lost his girlfriend Hallie to the presumed sharp

shooter Ransom, Tom was apparently uninterested in conquering a place for him

self in the symbolic circuit. During Ransom and Hallie's visit to Tom's coffin, the 

former sheriff tells them that Tom led a retired life after Liberty's death - as if Tom 

did his utmost to avoid answering the question of identity.8 

From this perspective, an early scene of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance 

gains particular resonance. When Ransom opens the coffin, he orders the 

undertaker to include Tom's boots, his gunbelt and his spurs with the body. 

Ransom ignores Link Appleyard's statement that Tom did not wear a gun for years. 

Once again we see how two positions conflict with each other. Ransom attempts to 

stuff the deceased with "meaning" and seems to say: "I remember him as a man 

with boots, with gunbelt and spurs." Link's remark suggests that Tom himself did 

not attach value to such symbolic accoutrements. He abjured his gun, the hero's 

tool in keeping up the illusion of his supposed masculine "being," as if he were 

saying: "I, too, have surrendered 'being,' so my gun 'means' nothing to me any 
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more. 

Conclusion 

Conventional masculinity is incompatible with the symbolic castration to which 

every subject must submit. By means of symbolic castration, a subject sacrifices 

"being" for a place in the symbolic circuit: s/he becomes an "I." In the western, it is 

suggested that the hero has not undergone this sacrifice. Narratologically, the hero 

is represented as the focalized object of a character who generally is inferior to the 

cowboy in terms of masculinity. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance highlights the 

fact that as soon as the hero is subjectivized and narrates-focalizes his own show

down, his identity is like that of any other subject victim to misrecognition. At that 

moment he is definitively deprived of the objet a which he still seemed to possess in 

the eyes of embedded focalizers. 

By reading Ford's film as a deviation, I can conclude that the genre of the 

western in its traditional form is determined by a narratological rule: the hero does 

not tell his own showdown, rather it must be narrated by internal witnesses. 

Correspondingly, the showdown often takes place at high noon in Main Street, the 

best guarantee of onlookers who can see with perfect clarity what happens in broad 

daylight. Thanks to their presence, the hero's masculinity can be constructed 

according to an imaginary illusion: the onlookers see exactly how he is. That is, 

there is a full correspondence between his appearance and "being." In light of this 

imagined correspondence, the hero functions as an ideal projection screen and is 

not trapped in the symbolic realm as a subject who says "I," and so, as Lacan has 

taught us, avoids the slippage between appearance and "impossible being." 

One of the Lacanian principles dictates that there is an irrevocable separation 

between "I" and objet a. Judging from the hero's motivations for participating in a 

showdown - the ultimate moment of revelation in a western - this separation appe

ars to have been postponed. If someone asks him why he confronts his rival, he can 

only respond with cordial silence or by uttering completely impersonal, meaning

less phrases such as "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do," or "Can't you see 

how it must be about a man" (the Virginian), or "There are things a man just can

not run away from" (Ringo, played by John Wayne, in Ford's 1939 film Stagecoach). 

He only provides an explanation by way of a tautology or a rhetorical question, 

clearly implying that it takes a man to know a man. By means of such phrases, the 

hero avoids to address himself as an "I." As a corollary of this avoidance, embedded 

focalizers can see "in him something more than him." They endow him with the 

illusion that he possess the objet a, which obstructs the usual encounter between an 

"I" and a "you," as the scene from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid showed. Since 
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the card-player in this film fully acknowledged Sundance's heroic status, he could 

not but repeat the instructed words sheepisly. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is an exception to the generic rule that the 

gunfighter never tells the story of his showdown. Tom's heroic act is not witnessed, 

except by his silent servant, so that it has to be told by himself. In an embedded 

flashback, he reveals that he was the man who shot Liberty Valance. By way of his 

narrativization and, hence, subjectivization he enters the field of "meaning" at the 

expense of "being." This sacrifice finally reduces him to a nobody in the eyes of the 

community: due to the townspeople's misperception, he is not remembered as the 

tough guy he actually "is." 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Historical Reversals from Dead to 

Hypermasculine Fathers 

My reading of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance in the previous chapter left me 

with two unanswered questions. First, why did the symbolic order not offer an alter

native, even a bad alternative, to Tom Doniphon? Because his skilled shooting is not 

witnessed by the citizens of Shinbone, the clumsy attorney-at-law, presumed to be 

the killer of Liberty Valance, takes Doniphon's place as hero in the citizens' imagi

nation. Subsequently narrating the showdown in flashback, Tom seals his fate. He 

can no longer function as an idealized projection screen: in the role of narrator, he 

has definitively surrendered "being." This surrender is a common consequence of 

the process of subjectivization. Via the sacrifice of "being" one becomes a member 

of the symbolic order. Tom completely vanishes from society, however, and dies as 

an anonymous and unknown figure. In drawing a comparison with two westerns 

from the late fifties I will attempt to explain why Tom could not do otherwise than 

disappear from society. 

The second question is historical in nature: why, in a western from 1962, is 

a skilled gunfighter used as the internal narrator of his own gunfight as a prelude 

to his gradual neglect by the townspeople? This device is a clear-cut deviation from 

the traditional western convention dictating that the good gunfighter be represented 

as the focalized object of characters who judge him favorably. 

In order to address these questions, I will treat Ford's The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance both as a transitional film within the western genre and as a belated 

social-political comment on the almost bygone era of rabid anti-Communism. The 

interdependency of these two histories will be considered through a discussion of 

the figure - or rather two figures - of the father. In the western, the cowboy's father 

figure is by and large notable for his absence. He is prominently present, however, 

in some western films produced in the second half of the fifties. After explaining 

the father figure's conventional absence, I will draw on my discussion of American 

cinematic and social history to frame the unusual presence of the father in two of 

these films. 

This chapter will proceed in four steps. First, Fred Zinnemann's landmark 

western film High Noon (1952) will be read as an overdetermined comment on the 

McCarthy era. Second, I will elaborate upon father figures and argue that in mid-

and late-fifties westerns the cowboy's masculinity experienced a crisis due to the 

unprecedented emergence of hypermasculine father figures. Third, I will indicate 

how one proposed resolution of this crisis of western's generic masculinity was 
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imbricated with the waning influence of McCarthyism. Finally, I will consider how 

the interrelated histories of western generic masculinity and McCarthyism set off 

the gunfighter's growing neglect by the townspeople in The Man Who Shot Liberty 

Valance. 

Violating the Position of Law from Within 

Above I suggested that the haunting influence of McCarthyism hovered over the 

western genre in the fifties and early sixties. The issue of McCarthyism came most 

explicitly to the fore in Zinnemann's famous film High Noon, based on the 

magazine story "The Tin Star" by John W. Cunningham. This western film was 

intended to offer a straightforward condemnation of the controversial practices of 

Communist-hunting. The film, however, can also be interpreted the other way 

around, in support of the anti-Communists. High Noon will be read as an ambi

guous comment on contemporary events and ideology. A discussion of this western 

film is particularly relevant since High Noon is not simply a snapshot in the history 

of the western genre but a herald of generic "transition" (Wright 74-77) that antici

pates, as I will claim, the unprecedented presence of the cowboy's father as a domi

nant figure in later westerns. 

On the day of his wedding and of his retirement as the marshal of 

Hadleyville, Will Kane (Gary Cooper) is told about the announced arrival of his old 

enemy Frank Miller (Ian MacDonald), who will be welcomed by three friends. The 

citizens who have tendered their thanks to Kane for his merits as marshal recom

mend that he leave town immediately. Kane initially follows their advice but then 

decides to return despite the protests of his Quaker-bride Amy Fowler (Grace Kelly). 

He refuses to consider her objections: "I've gotta (return). That's the whole thing." 

Kane plans to gather together a posse (a body of armed men summoned by the 

sheriff to enforce the law) as he did years before, when he arrested Miller for the 

first time. Though Kane tries to persuade the town's citizens to join him, however, 

an attempt that takes up the greater part of the film, no one agrees to assist him. 

The townspeople have various reasons for not participating in and identi

fying with the marshal's mission, which in general can be divided into two catego

ries: too "feminine" reasons and too "masculine" ones. Judge Percy Mettrick (Otto 

Kruger) advises Kane not to be concerned about Hadleyville, since it is "just a dirty 

little village in the middle of nowhere." The judge proposes that Kane choose the 

easy way out and simply flee. The chief selectman Joe Henderson (Thomas Mitchell) 

thinks that any news about fighting will reflect badly on Hadleyville as an 

interesting and safe town for future investors. This spokesman is opposed to violent 

confrontations which take place within the borders of civilization, and prefers the 

presence of outlaws over violent attempts to eliminate them. 
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The former marshal Martin Howe (Lon Chaney), physically unable to help 

Kane, tells his successor that people may talk a lot about law and order but deep 

down they do not care about it. If he were Kane, he too would leave this indifferent 

town to its own devices. The young Harvey Pell (Lloyd Bridges) will agree to help the 

marshal only on condition that he be named the marshal's successor. He is not 

interested in maintaining the law, but only in the status of lawman. Harvey may 

have broad shoulders, says his girlfriend Helen Ramirez (Katy Jurado), who also is 

a former lover of both Kane and his enemy Miller, but she doubts if he will ever be 

a man. In line with Helen Ramirez's judgment of Harvey, all these reasons by the 

various townsmen can be qualified as "feminine," since they are different excuses 

for backing away from doing "what a man's gotta do." There are also other, "too 

masculine" reasons for ignoring Kane's plea for help. These derive by and large 

from the fact that some men sympathize with a man who extensively and violently 

transgresses the law. In the saloon, the assembled friends of Frank Miller look for

ward to the lively times ahead. Their joyful expectancy of violence and their possi

ble participation in that violence reinforce their bonds to the hypermasculine out

law. A hotel desk clerk shares their excitement, explaining to Amy Fowler that he is 

in favor of Miller's presence because he expects the outlaw will turn Hadleyville into 

a busy place again. 

The citizens refuse to mandate Kane's job as a necessary and justified trans

gression of the law that serves society. Some men such as Joe Henderson consider 

him too much like an outlaw, others such as the desk clerk in the hotel regard him 

as not outlaw-like enough and prefer Miller. In a western, the badge or tin star con

ventionally signifies legitimation to use violence in the name of society. The badge 

compels townspeople into an identification with a shared interest that is channeled 

via the marshal: an active identification for real men and a passive one for women 

or feminized men. The recognition of this shared interest determines the marshal's 

duty. He has a mandate to protect a town against evil. In High Noon, however, the 

tin star has lost its function to bind men as men. 

The marshal or sheriff occupies the position of law by the symbolic act of 

appointment. He fulfils the function of an anchoring point, to whom citizens always 

address themselves for their safety. Generally townspeople pay him respect for the 

simple fact that he is a representative of the law. The citizens' awe of a marshal is 

increased when he proves by his strength and actions that he lives up to the illusion 

of masculinity. We saw in chapter four that the citizens of Shinbone in The Man 

Who Shot Liberty Valance deny the buffoon-sheriff Link Appleyard such recognition; 

but he is so naive that he hardly realizes that he is not taken seriously. He is a silly 

figure who thinks that he is appointed as a representative of the law because he is 

already in himself a sheriff. Marshal Kane from High Noon, however, realizes that 

the citizens, having withdrawn their support, no longer take for granted the idea 
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that he occupies the position of the law. Consequently, he becomes increasingly, 

visibly disappointed. His facial expression becomes progressively more distorted as 

he realizes that no one is prepared to assist him. This impression of his anguish is 

intensified by the bleak, black and white tones in which High Noon is shot. 

Unlike the situation in traditional westerns, High Noon's scenes are general

ly focalized by main character Kane. When he enters the church to ask for 

assistance, all the people's looks are directed at him, and at us, since his entrance is 

filmed as a subjective shot. The effect of Kane's positioning as focalizer is that his 

despair is subjectivized. As we saw in the previous chapter, subjectivization implies 

that "being" is donated in exchange for a place within the symbolic network as sub

ject: one becomes an "I," the shifter of alienated identity. The case is different for 

an officially appointed marshal. Because of his function, he holds a position that dif

ferentiates him from other subjects in town. When the citizens withdraw their sup

port and faith in him, however, any claim to this position becomes preposterous. If 

a marshal is fully appreciated, the citizens give him the idea, to cite Lacan's axiom 

once again, that "there is in you something more than you" (FFCP 263). The citi

zens in Hadleyville, however, act as if their (retiring) marshal is not superior to 

them. He is no longer held in high regard. Significantly, the townspeople consider 

Kane a man who is literally on his way to death. When he is at the barber, he hears 

that the undertaker is building his coffin. In an alley, some children playing "bang-

bang-you're-dead-Kane" bump into him. 

In spite of the citizens' lack of support, Kane decides that he has reached the 

point of no return. The only one who clearly understands that he cannot leave 

Hadleyville and that the town will die when Kane dies, is his former love Helen 

Ramirez. She encourages Kane's wife Amy to stand by her man. Amy's intervention 

results in the marshal's unexpected victory. First, she shoots one of the bad guys, 

and when she is made hostage by Frank Miller, she obstructs his firing at her hus

band. Her act enables Kane to shoot the recently released convict. After Miller's 

death, the townspeople reluctantly leave their houses. Kane watches them with a 

disconsolate look and throws his tin star to the ground, which is High Noon's best-

known and most controversial scene. The film's final scene engendered an intense

ly angry response among a part of the public for its presumed "un-Americanism." 

One of the spectators who condemned the final scene with the tin star as the 

"most un-American thing he had ever seen" (qtd. in Lenihan 23) was John Wayne, 

possibly the most popular western movie star since his breakthrough in 1939. 

Kane's gesture of throwing his badge of office in the dust so infuriated Wayne that 

he is quoted in a 1971 interview as saying that "ole Coop stepped on it" (23), which 

he did not. But what exactly is so offensive about the parting scene of Zinnemann's 

picture? In order to answer this question, the scene will be understood as an inter-

textual difference, as a variation upon a convention. This difference, then, is made 
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meaningful by reading High Noon historically. 

In a traditional western, the badge is regarded as the object which signifies 

the marshal's inscription in the place of "meaning." The marshal is presumed to 

have all the answers to the citizens' questions of law and safety. Even when the hero 

is an outlaw who takes the law into his own hands, this inscription can still occur. 

In John Ford's famous Stagecoach (1939), which made John Wayne a star, Wayne 

plays the Ringo Kid who takes revenge for his father's and brother's death under 

supervision of the sheriff (George Bancroft). Out of a sense of justice, Ringo fills the 

role of support to the failing law, which is considered appropriate for a masculine 

hero according to the adage "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." In Stagecoach, 

the law remains a point of attraction since Ringo's identity as a good outlaw is con

firmed by the sheriff who as a representative of this law decides not to arrest Ringo 

for his killings. In a traditional western, the tin star marks the unclearly delineated 

space of law. For that reason, the badge is always more than just a random object, 

made of tin. The bearer of the badge has the mandate to distinguish between what 

is good and what is bad according to eastern and/or western law. 

Kane's act of throwing the tin star in the dust is considered a "gesture of con

tempt" (French 34) because the marshal, as bearer of the badge, deliberately rejects 

his mandate. A traditional western tends to conclude with a clear delineation of 

what is right and what is wrong. The hero, whether he is a cowboy-outlaw or 

sheriff/marshal, is represented as the one who can distinguish between good and 

bad. High Noon challenges its audience by not offering the closure of a definite 

answer but instead ending with an open question. By outwitting Miller and his 

friends, Kane for all intents and purposes proves himself an adequate point of 

address for the citizens' questions regarding good and bad. Disappointed by their 

lack of support, however, Kane refuses to fill the role of "judge," and consequently 

the final answer is suspended. High Noon differs from a traditional western, 

because the position of law that guarantees the citizens' safety is not filled by a good 

hero, as usual, but is ultimately left unoccupied as a result of Kane's gesture. 

This intertextual difference provides a clue for grasping what is so 

scandalous about Kane's act in the eyes of an actor like John Wayne. Meaning 

resides in framing intertextual difference(s) historically. Mediated by variability, 

High Noon can be seen as a contemporary comment upon the McCarthy era of Great 

Fear, as critics such as Lenihan and Mitchell have noted. In the early period of 

America's Cold War with Communist Soviet-Union immediately after World War 

II, many Americans were beset by the "Red Scare": a panicked obsession with 

Communism in general and domestic Communism in particular.1 A recurring 

question in this period was: "Have you ever been a member of the Communist 

Party?" Those who dared to answer this question in the affirmative saw their careers 

and lives devastated. Searching for Communist ties and influences, the House Un-
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American Activities Committee (HUAC), installed by Congress, targeted Hollywood 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Ten persons who refused to cooperate fully with 

HUAC's mission were put in jail in 1950. Their sentences shattered the film 

industry's opposition to HUAC. The bond of Screen Actors Guild rebuffed an 

actress who asked for help when under subpoena, and likened her criticism of 

HUAC to Communist propaganda. The Screen Directors Guild even made its mem

bers take a loyalty oath (Fried 153-54): questioning the HUAC's inquiries became a 

clear indiscretion. 

The political figure-head of anti-Communism was Wisconsin Senator Joseph 

R. McCarthy who claimed that the government was too soft on Communism. He 

was so influential that the time period has been given the Senator's name. The first 

part of the fifties is characterized as the McCarthy era. The Senator appealed to the 

plebeian appetite for rough justice in his attacks upon what he described as "left-

wing, bleeding-heart, phony liberals" (qtd. in Caute 48). Several pressure groups 

lent support to his ruthless attempt to have America live up to its assumed anti-

Communist traditions. One of these pressure groups "baying for blood" (502) was 

the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, and John 

Wayne was its president at the time of High Noon. McCarthyites were not particular 

about an accusation more or less, since they considered their cause a legitimate one. 

In a 1954 poll, 58 percent of the Americans supported "Red-hunting" even if it 

meant damaging the lives of innocent people (Heale 183). 

The heydays of Communist-hunting were in the early fifties during the pres

idency of Truman who was too soft in the eyes of McCarthyites. The president, 

however, had to tolerate the nationwide investigations by McCarthyites, because the 

committees were installed by Congress. These committees were solely preoccupied 

with "naming names - names, names, more names" (qtd. in Caute 501). During 

HUAC's second investigation in Hollywood, begun in 1951, the black-list was born. 

If one's name appeared on the list because it was mentioned by a so-called friendly 

witness, one's career was virtually ruined. One citizen could seal the fate of a 

colleague and fellow-citizen. This practice could be preserved thanks to the silent 

support of citizens who refused to stand up to the congressional investigations by 

McCarthyites. 

Carl Foreman wrote the screenplay for High Noon while under subpoena by 

HUAC to testify about his alleged Communist affiliation. In interviews, he has said 

that he explicitly intended to construct an analogy between the way he was pres

sured by Hollywood to collaborate with the congressional investigation and the way 

marshal Kane was pressured by the townspeople to leave Hadleyville (Lenihan 120). 

The marshal in High Noon does not give in to the arrival of the villain in the com

pany of three obedient assistants. He chooses to remain faithful to what he 

considers his masculine responsibility. Analogous to Kane, Foreman himself 
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refused to give in to Hollywood's commands to collaborate with HUAC (119-20) and 

moved to England after his name had been named by some "talkies" before the 

Committee.2 

In light of this anti-McCarthyite analogy, Kane's final act with the badge can 

ultimately be seen as an "un-American" actualization. In the early fifties 

Communist-hunters put their considerations on a par with Americanism. They 

promoted themselves as fighting a courageous battle against the ruling Democrats 

in Washington while insisting that "McCarthyism is Americanism with its sleeves 

rolled up" (Heale 154). Their cause was to introduce a new standard for patriotism. 

By combating the Communist enemy within, McCarthyism represented in the eyes 

of its supporters a limitation of what was tolerable and acceptable. Their cause was 

to invoke a new set of boundaries of what was right and what was wrong. Possible 

membership in the Communist Party, whether in the present or the past, became 

the new criterion for badness. 

High Noon can be regarded as a western movie that goes against the grain. 

On the one hand the citizens refuse to invest in the figure who is supposed to enact 

the law and on the other hand, in the final scene the marshal himself refuses to con

tinue occupying the position of law enforcer. He ignores his duty to set up a 

standard by which the law can be judged. He does not provide an answer but only 

raises a question by throwing his badge on the ground: Is there still a legitimate 

place from which the law can be maintained? Simply the act of posing this question 

could be considered "un-American" at the time when McCarthyism was in force. 

McCarthyism was presented as intensifying the law, while in High Noon the ground 

is swept out from under the law. Without firm grounding, the question of legitima

cy is raised: Who can speak in the name of law? At a time when McCarthyites 

claimed to speak from this standpoint, High Noon suggested how precarious that 

position actually was. 

So far, Zinnemann's High Noon is read as a contemporary criticism of 

McCarthyism. This reading confirms Carl Foreman's remarks about the analogy 

between the plot of the film and his own situation. Like Kane who received no back

up from the citizens of Hadleyville, Foreman too was not supported by the 

Hollywood film community and became a black-listed victim of the Red Scare. High 

Noon, however, is more complex than such an analogy suggests. As John Lenihan 

(120) and Lee Clark Mitchell (191-92) have noted, the plot can just as easily be read 

conversely. The film about a loner who refuses to compromise with that which 

threatens the community is not only akin to the HUAC-victims, but also to the 

Communist-hunters themselves, the target of Foreman's polemic. Like HUAC-sus-

pects, the McCarthyite committee-investigators considered themselves people who 

refused to give in to "civic complacency" (Lenihan 121), and in this respect they 

resembled, rather than differed from, High Noon's protagonist. Hence, the critical 
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potential of High Noon can be read in opposite ways. In the figure of marshal Kane 

both the HUAC-victim and the Communist-hunter could be uncovered.3 

In the second case, however, the final scene is given a sharp twist. From an 

anti-McCarthyite perspective, the final scene suggests the shocking possibility that 

the law can be enacted from an illegitimate position. Nonetheless, a McCarthyite 

can also interpret Kane's gesture to his advantage. According to the rules of demo

cracy, president Truman occupies a central place in the legal and social structure, 

merely because of his position as president. Red-hunters believed, however, that 

abiding by the law of this "soft" president could give the enemy within an opportu

nity to destroy the country. They considered it more "American" to deviate from 

officially beaten paths and to persist in fulfilling their goal against all odds. As dedi

cated McCarthyites it was better to go "outlaw" like Kane. The marshal becomes an 

outlaw the moment he treats the tin star, supreme signifier of the law, disrespect

fully. However, his outlawry is a reaction to the lack of citizens' approval for his 

actions, which he himself regarded as good and noble. Similarly, for McCarthyites, 

lack of support for their actions was of minor importance than their "valuable" mis

sion. They were prepared to operate from a position as outcasts to reach their goal. 

The Father as Impossible Figure in the Western 

In a traditional western the locus of the law never remains unoccupied. In the case 

of an absent or weak marshal, the good cowboy extends a helping hand to a town 

threatened by villains. According to the embedded focalizers, he restores justice and 

functions as a necessary support to the failing law. In High Noon, the marshal 

restores justice but also turns his back on the law. As a marshal he subverts the 

place of the law from within, which can be read as an overdetermined comment 

upon McCarthyism. Marshal Kane's gesture has left its mark on the genre. In 

several mid- and late-fifties western films, the empty locus of the law comes to be 

occupied by a too dominant father figure who until then has only been notable for 

his common absence in the history of the genre. 

Usually, the hero in the western is a lonesome, unbound stranger, with a 

mysterious past. At this point, I can recall the questions in my Introduction, voiced 

by the father in the Dutch film Abel: "Does he never visit his parents? Did they die 

or is the cowboy an abandoned child?" In order to examine what is implied by the 

unconventional presence of the cowboy's father in some fifties westerns, I will sug

gest that his absence facilitates the cowboy's masculinity. In order to understand the 

notable absence of the father I will analyze a bathtub-scene from John Ford's 

western film The Searchers (1956). This scene enables me to expose the dual charac

ter of the father figure and to indicate how the figure of the father problematizes 

conventional constructions of masculinity in westerns. 

The scene from The Searchers concerns a comic intermezzo in the story. The 
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film centers on the search by the stubborn and embittered Ethan Edwards (John 

Wayne) and the adolescent Martin Pawley (Jeffrey Hunter) for Ethan's niece Debbie 

Edwards (Nathalie Wood) who was taken captive by Comanches when she was a 

small girl. The two men only have a negligible trail to follow and stop to visit some 

acquaintances, the Jorgensens. Martin takes the occasion to refresh himself but 

when he is in the bathtub, his youthful girlfriend Laurie Jorgensen (Vera Miles) 

enters. Martin quickly catches a towel and covers himself. 

Laurie (smiling): What are you getting so red in the face about? I have 

got brothers, ain't I? 

Martin: Yeah, well, I ain't one of them. 

Laurie (both arms akimbo): Now, look here Martin Pawley. I am a 

woman. We women wash and mend your dirty clothes all your lives. 

When you were little, we even wash you. How can you ever make out 

to be bashful in front of a woman I'll never know. 

Martin: You talk like a fella might as well run around naked. 

Laurie: It wouldn't bother me. 

(Laurie seems to leave but she turns around at the door and says 

laughingly): Sure, wouldn't try in front of pa though, if I were you. 

In this scene Martin tries to prevent being seen naked but Laurie considers his 

attempt to cover his genitals exaggerated. She indicates that a naked man has no 

reason to feel embarrassed in the presence of a woman. Laurie implies that there is 

nothing special to see. In her opinion, the penis - at least Martin's penis - is not a 

particular signifier of masculinity. To her, the penis is only an organ, a signifier of 

the anatomical difference between men and women. That is, Laurie denies the penis 

as the visual counterpart of the (imaginary) phallus. 

To Martin, however, his penis significantly exceeds anatomical difference. In 

the presence of Laurie, the male organ primarily evokes male sexuality for him. Not 

covering his nakedness could be considered an erotic advance. Since Martin is not 

her brother, he is a possible sexual partner. In covering himself, he distinguishes 

himself from her brothers. Martin's remark that he is not one of her brothers, 

however, also suggests that he does not want to be compared to them on the basis 

of naked display. The underlying fantasy appears to be that he fears her looking at 

his naked body insofar as she can compare his organ with that of other men, in this 

case her brothers.4 

Judging from Martin's quick act of covering himself, Laurie can sense that 

he does not consider the penis just an organ but rather a revealing signifier of mas

culinity. Due to the conventional belief in the penis/phallus equation the penis is 

considered a motivated signifier of masculinity: a large-sized organ makes a man 
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more of a "man" than another man. Laurie's comic closing remark, in which she 

refers to the figure of her father, alludes to such rivalry between men. Her allusion 

turns the bathtub-scene from The Searchers into an ambiguous fragment. On the one 

hand, Laurie herself seems light-hearted regarding the significance of the penis, but 

on the other hand her joke testifies to an awareness that men are concerned with 

their (and each other's) penis. 

The effectiveness of Laurie's joke about Martin's self-assumed masculinity is 

increased by the way her remark is visually as well as textually embedded. Martin's 

position is visually problematic, since his torso is on display while he lacks signi-

fiers that connote masculinity. He does not have a specifically pumped up and mus

cled body. He does not wear a hat, and has no smoking accoutrements, which, as 

Martin Pumphrey has outlined, are characteristic of bathtub-scenes in westerns. 

Moreover, he is stuck in the bathtub and there is no room to swing or turn. Covering 

himself with a towel is then a means of defending his bare and immobile body 

against Laurie's mobility and pointed look. The cover is also a means of provoking 

her imagination regarding his masculinity. In veiling his organ, Martin may aim to 

suggest that his penis is more special than the organs of her brothers Laurie saw. 

Consequently, he seems to imply that he is different from her brothers after all. 

Laurie's response, however, exhibits her disbelief in Martin's exceptional 

status. By standing with both arms akimbo she takes the attitude of someone who 

admonishes him. Her words place him in a similar category to her brothers: "When 

you were little, we even wash you." In the face of Laurie's attitude and words the 

illusion that Martin may be more special than her brothers dissolves, since this illu

sion is only sustained by the belief of others. The absence of this belief makes 

Martin equal to her brothers. 

On the basis of this supposed equivalence Laurie's closing remark gains 

meaning as a joke: "Sure, wouldn't try in front of pa though, if I were you." In an 

ironic and laughing tone she presents the figure of the father as a severe master 

who will put a naked Martin in his place. First, father as guardian of the rules of 

decency will not tolerate an undressed man in the house, since he will assume that 

the exposed penis will embarrass the women. In this case, pa is a signifier of the 

paternal position and in name identified as agent of symbolic Law. This father has 

the status of a judge of rules to which Martin has to submit.5 

Second, Laurie's warning joke is a hinted reference to inter-male 

competitive looking based on comparison. Her comic turn can be paraphrased as: 

"If you, Martin, consider the penis as a revealing signifier of masculinity, you don't 

have to fear me, for as a woman I can only compare you to my brothers. But if I were 

you, I would not show myself naked to father, since he really knows how to judge 

your organ and can regard you as his masculine inferior." In this case, the father is 

the one who is imaginarily invested with masculinity via the penis/phallus 
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equation. We have to understand the phallus here as the father's "imaginary 

attributes" (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" ioi). 

My reading of The Searchers suggests that there are two fathers: a symbolic 

and an imaginary one. The two fathers, however, are closely correlated. Freud's 

well-known fable of the primal horde in his Totem and Taboo explains the origin of 

social bonding and offers a particularly useful insight into this correlation.6 In this 

fable, a few brothers murder their extremely dominant and jealous father, who 

keeps all the women for himself. After his death the primordial father becomes an 

even more powerful figure. The father owes his posthumous power to the sons' 

investment. Since they fear falling victim to a murder themselves and are afraid of 

being subjugated by one of their brothers, the sons "construct the patriarch as an 

impossible and unreachable figure, one that no individual could embody" (DiPiero, 

"Patriarch" 113). The result of the parricide is not the removal of an obstacle but 

rather that the dead father becomes a new and impregnable obstacle. 

Freud's fable in Totem and Tahoo shows that the living and deterrent father 

of pre-symbolic, brute force reveals himself as an abstract patriarch after his death. 

What does this transformation of the narcissistic father into the dead, yet still all too 

present father teach his sons? The dead father comes to "embody" the memory of 

the primordial and violent father who sowed such fear, remorse, and guilt. By the 

grace of this memory, the brothers cannot fully identify with their father's hierar

chical position. They will not be like the pre-symbolic father, since they agreed that 

no one will imitate their father's behavior towards them collectively. In order to 

minimize mutual rivalry, they also deny themselves the privileges their father had 

allowed himself. Unlike him, the brothers renounce the women whom they all 

desire (Freud, SE XIII 144), that is, their mother and sisters. This renunciation 

forms the basis of the cultural prohibition against incest. 

Freud writes that the brothers are only able to accomplish identification with 

the father in the act of devouring him (SE XIII142). A striking paradox arises here, 

since the brothers' mutual agreement is based upon "precluding the possibility of a 

repetition of their father's fate" (146). The family legacy ensures that as his sons 

they are his successors, but due to their agreement with each other, they cannot 

fully identify with or imitate him. In agreeing to differ from their father, the sons 

accept the perpetuation of their own subordinate position as sons. This acceptance 

has an important effect. Since the sons recognize their inferiority relative to their 

father, they make him into a rival whom it is impossible to conquer or dominate. 

The function of the "second" father, the symbolic one, is to embody this impossibi

lity. In his posthumous guise he fills an empty but even more prominent place, 

from where the symbolic Law is derived that the son may not rival his father.7 

In Freud's fable, the brothers shrink back from the consequences of the mur

der and fill the empty spot, opened up by their father's absence, with his symbolic, 
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dead authority. What does this shift from living father to unreachable patriarch 

imply for fathers? The dead patriarch fills in a place that cannot be occupied, since 

his position and function are only empty and symbolic. Any actual father always 

derives privileges from this symbolic place as "representative" but no actual father 

can be reduced to the paternal function (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" loi). A 

father can never live up to the expectations of his function. He either lacks adequate 

authority and fails as the strong daddy with whom the son should identify in order 

to become masculine - or the father is too authoritarian, like the primordial father 

from Freud's fable. This authoritarian and all-powerful patriarch, on whom the sub

sequent sections will focus, confuses the son. The son's desire to be like the father 

can easily transform into the murderous desire to replace the father (Lebeau 52). 

Total identification with the father, however, is prohibited by symbolic Law. As a 

corollary of this prohibition, the son's rivalry with his father is precluded. 

How does the cowboy-outlaw fit into this scenario of the two fathers, split 

into living-imaginary and dead-symbolic figures? Normally, the living father's 

strong position would evolve into a (murderous) rivalry with the cowboy-son for the 

position of power and authority. But competition is prohibited. Responsible for this 

prohibition is the father in his symbolic guise, who teaches the senselessness of 

killing the primordial father: it provokes guilt on the part of the son(s). According 

to the rule of the symbolic father, the narcissistic, all-powerful father is a figure with 

whom a son cannot rival: he is beyond competition. Since the father blocks rivalry 

in advance he would be out of tune in a genre where rivalry is constitutive of mas

culinity. Rivalry between father and son is always and only imaginary, since the 

result is symbolically fixed. As a rule the son may not encompass the father who 

keeps all the privileges for himself. "Pa" will always win at an imaginary level. The 

presence of the hero's father would tempt the cowboy to accept the challenge of 

trying to be "bigger than Dad,"8 a challenge that is foreclosed in advance.9 Since 

challenges are at the core of the genre, the all-powerful father is an impossible 

figure in the western. 

The Presence of the Hypermasculine Father 

In Freud's psychoanalytic scenario, the dead-symbolic father is constructed as a bar

rier against the desire to kill the (imaginary-narcissistic) father. This latter father 

figure demands the son's unconditional subordination to his orders and fuels the 

son's desire for parricide. This desire is assuaged by the symbolic father, 

constructed as an abstract and impossible patriarch, whom no one can embody 

(DiPiero, "Patriarch" 112-13). This figure is a necessary and insurmountable obsta

cle. The symbolic father sets the Law which teaches the son that he is not free to 

enjoy himself should he kill the (imaginary) father. If the son has reached a top 

position by replacing the father, he has to fear that he will turn into the object of 
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another man's violence as he tries to reach the top the way the son did - just as the 

best gunfighter is constantly challenged by would-be heroes. 

In the western, the taboo on murdering the father is bypassed (but not 

violated) by erasing the presence of the father within the history of the genre. 

However, in several American westerns of the mid- and late-fifties - such as Broken 

Lance (Edward Dmytryk, 1954), Backlash (John Sturges, 1956), The Halliday Brand 

(Joseph H. Lewis, 1957), and Man of the West (Anthony Mann, 1958)10 - cowboys are 

torn between the taboo and desire to kill their father figure. In these westerns a 

hypermasculine father figure emerges who brings the cowboy-hero on the verge of 

a severe crisis of masculinity. I want to examine this crisis and to interpret the 

presence of this extremely dominant father figure, impossible in terms of genre, as 

a historical comment upon McCarthyism. 

In John Sturges' western Backlash (1956), based on Frank Gruber's novel 

Fort Starvation, Jim Slater (Richard Widmark) goes in search of his father's 

murderer. His father was part of a group of six gold-seekers in the Gila Valley of 

Arizona. Five of them have been killed due to the betrayal by the sixth one, who 

survived. Only three dead bodies have been identified. In the company of Karyl 

Orton (Donna Reed) who has lost her husband, Jim searches for the traitor in order 

to avenge his father. Thus far, Backlash has the narrative structure of a convention

al western. Jim's intended act of vengeance can be seen as an attempt to inherit his 

father's legacy. By killing the traitor, he can prove himself worthy of his dead 

father's name. 

The full development of this scenario, however, is disrupted in Backlash. 

From Major Carsons (Roy Roberts) Jim and Karyl learn that the traitor lives as an 

authoritative rancher who goes by the name of "Jim Bonniwell." When Jim meets 

Bonniwell (John Mclntire), he is shocked to find that a comment Karyl made earlier 

that had resulted in a quarrel between them, turns out to be true. Jim does not 

encounter the traitor of his dead father but rather his very own father. All this time 

he has refused to die and he now tells the son that he has been waiting for him for 

twenty years. Bonniwell/Slater is keen on the similarities the son has with him: you 

have my blood in your veins, and your gun lies wonderfully well in my hands. 

Moreover, Bonniwell/Slater is proud of his son after Jim has shown himself to be a 

fast shooter. Jim, however, is still intent on killing the traitor of the Gila Valley gold-

seekers but when face to face with his violent father he is too paralyzed to shoot 

him. Karyl tries in vain to console him by emphasizing Jim's difference from his 

father: you may have his figure, but inwardly the two of you are opposites. 

Bonniwell has prepared an ambush for Major Carsons and his men, but Jim 

hopes that they can do what he fails to achieve. Jim attempts to fire a warning, but 

the father tries to prevent the son from doing so. The shot rings out after all and the 

father decides to punish the son for sounding the alarm. Bonniwell proposes to 

meet in the street, guns in their belt, for a final showdown so that he can see if Jim 
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is as good as he is. The father cheats and appears with an already drawn gun. He is 

shot from behind, however, by one of Carsons' men responding to Jim's warning 

shot. Jim kneels down near his mortally wounded father, who stretches out his hand 

to his son, then dies. Without a clear facial expression, Jim walks away from the 

body, while Karyl watches his face and takes him by the arm. 

Backlash is the reversal of Freud's fable of the primal horde. In the latter 

story, the shift occurs from living to dead father; in Sturges' western the presumed 

dead father turns out to be alive. The film epitomizes the impossibility for Jim to 

combat his evil father, a psychically privileged figure of authority. Jim cannot shoot 

because Bonniwell, or Slater senior, is not just another person to Jim. Face to face 

with a traitor who happens to be his father, he has to recognize him as not just a 

rival but as the only man whom he cannot rival. Jim stumbles upon a symbolic limit, 

impossible to transgress. He wants to shoot the old man but at the same time he 

seems to realize the cultural taboo against parricide. Thereupon he sighs that he 

understands what it means to be a Slater. 

In avenging his father's death, Jim had wanted to follow in his footsteps. He 

would become the good son, who had successfully negotiated the burden of the con

tradictory demand: "You must be like (your father) and you may not be like him" 

(Freud, SE XIX 34). In revenging his father's death, the scales would tip in favor of 

achieved identification. Jim would have shown himself worthy of carrying the old 

man's name. Facing his own father in deadly combat, the son, on the contrary, 

realizes the unbearable weight of the name "Slater." In this scenario, the scales tip 

in favor of the untransgressable prohibition: you may not be like him, and, 

therefore, you may not fight with him. 

The prohibition against fighting his father has a paralyzing effect on Jim and 

disturbs the constitution of his masculinity. His search was focussed upon killing 

the traitor in a fair man-to-man fight but he feels forced to back away, since he can

not combat his bad father. The whole point of his revenge was to prove his mascu

linity, that is, to be seen as a man whose "being" is constituted in competition. The 

presence of his father spoils this ambition. Since he is too paralyzed to act against 

pa," he loses what he did not have in the first place, "being," that illusory container 

of supposed fullness which can only be "possessed" via the eyes of a supportive 

beholder. 

Jim is not only deprived of what was already lost, however, but the presence 

of his bad father also prevents him from making the most logical of choices, that is, 

that of the Name-of-the-Father. The Name-of-the-Fafher is the Lacanian version of 

Freud's symbolic-dead father. The Name-of-the-Father is the signifier of the sub

ject's acceptance of the order of lack. This metaphorical father guarantees the 

barred subject a successful entry within the cultural order.12 Hence, choosing the 

father's Name means making a choice for "meaning." 



part two chapter five 121 

Although no actual father ever coincides with the father figure's symbolic 

capacity, the two fathers are brought into close alliance with each other. Since the 

Name-of-the-Father is bound by the legacy from the imaginary figure of the dead 

father (Gallop, Reading Lacan 163), any father always acts as the primary 

representative of the paternal function. In this regard, we can read Jim's sigh that 

he is a "Slater" as an identity crisis. He cannot accept this name, because his father 

is such a bad representative of the Name. Since the name "Slater" is too heavily bur

dened with treachery, Jim forces himself to resist identification with the fatherfs 

Name). This identification, however, is a crucial condition for the subject's 

positioning within the symbolic order. This identification is a necessary effect of the 

male subject's choice for "meaning." 

Jim's case is worse than the process of subjectivization. On the one hand, he 

cannot be "seen"/imagined as a man of "being." The illusion of masculine "being" 

can only be created in inter-male competition, but the point is that rivalry with his 

father is foreclosed by the symbolic Law. On the other hand, Jim cannot opt for 

"meaning," the most logical of choices. Identification with the fafherfs Name) is an 

effect of this choice, but it is for Jim impossible to inherit the name "Slater," since 

it signifies the malice that he intended to revenge and/or expel. Forced to choose 

between "meaning" or "being," the cowboy-son in Backlash can neither decide for 

the one nor for the other. As a consequence, Jim suffers from aphanisis. In 

aphanisis, as Lacan tells us, the division of the subject is taken for granted: ". . . 

when the subject appears somewhere as meaning, he is manifested elsewhere as 

'fading,' as disappearance" (FFCP 218). 

Aphanisis is the other side of subjectivization. If one cannot be represented 

on the side of "meaning," one is doomed to encounter one's "fading." In the case of 

subjectivization, the subject accepts his or her lack-in-being and the impossible objet 

a is retroactively constituted as the unattainable object-cause of desire. In aphanisis, 

and here I follow Slavoj Zizek's rereading of the concept, "the objet a is no longer 

extracted, it acquires full presence" {Enjoy 162; Metastases 77). The subject is 

confused, since it suddenly "sees" the objet a in a. place where it was not expected to 

shine. Jim intended to face a man average in every regard except for his unscrupu

lous nature. He met his own bad father, however, a man with an unidentifiable sur

plus value, which can be transcribed as: "Since you are my dad, 'there is in you 

something more than you.'" As soon as Jim realizes that he is a "Slater," he not only 

accepts his own lack, but he is also confronted with a lack in the symbolic order or 

big Other.M For, if the Name-of-the-Father is inscribed in the place of the Other, 

then Jim shockingly concludes that the symbolic order, with the father in the role of 

its representative, is founded upon evil. Hence, he loses all ground, since he is for

ced to choose against "meaning." Resisting the forced choice, he is condemned to 

"fade" away, illustrated by the fact that he is too paralyzed to act against his father. 
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Since Jim himself is not capable of shooting his father, Bonniwell can only 

be killed by another man's bullet, which in fact occurs. When Jim walks away from 

the corpse, the expression on his face is blank and empty. He meets Karyl who looks 

him in his face but rather than answering her look, he once again looks at the dead 

body. In order to understand this final scene from Backlash, we should turn to 

another western from the same period about a hypermasculine father figure. 

Acting as an Infallible Father 

Like Sturges' Backlash, Anthony Mann's film Man of the West (1958) is dedicated to 

the hero's conflict with a dominant father figure and has a similar closing scene. 

Mann's western, however, includes two important variations. First, Man of the West 

presents the conditions under which a son can rival with the father in a western. 

Second, the final scene suggests the woman's role in the hero's recuperation. 

In Mann's film, based on the novel The Border Jumpers by Will C. Brown, who 

wrote the screenplay for Backlash, Link Jones (Gary Cooper) is stuck in the middle 

of nowhere after becoming the victim of a train robbery. In the company of, among 

others, schoolmarm Billy Ellis (Julie London), he goes for a night's rest to the near

by secret hiding place of Dock Tobin (Lee J. Cobb) and his men. Link used to be a 

member of this gang, led by his uncle and father figure Dock, who taught him how 

to kill and steal. Since they were "a lot alike," Dock felt seriously offended when his 

"right arm" quit the gang a couple of years earlier. 

Link introduces Billy to Tobin and the men as "my woman" in the hope that 

they will not harm her. Nevertheless the men humiliate her by demanding her to 

undress in front of them, while Toby (Jack Lord) holds a knife to Link's throat. After 

this humiliation, Link and Billy have a private conversation in the barn where they 

are allowed to spend the night. While she tells him that she has never met 

someone like him before, he tells her that he has escaped the fate of rotting away 

like Tobin's bunch. Link has made himself a home: he has a "pretty" wife and two 

children. Subsequently, however, the men force him to join their gang once again, 

and they keep Billy as pledge. Dock has planned to rob the "big" state bank of Lasso, 

and Link is ordered to ride in first. The robbery turns out to be a gigantic failure. 

Lasso is a ghost town and the bank has no money. In Lasso, Link successfully shoots 

it out with the men of Dock's gang. On his way back to the wagons where Billy and 

Dock have stayed behind, Link meets a crying Billy. She has been raped by his father 

figure, who is hiding in the mountains. Following him, Link announces his arrival 

by shouting: "You're dead. I'm coming to get you, Dock. Lasso is a ghost town. And 

that's what you are, Dock, a ghost. You've outlived your kind and you've outlived 

your time. And I'm coming to get you." The "demented patriarch" (Hardy 264) 

Dock is already waiting for him and repeatedly invites Link to shoot him, which he 

finally does. 



part two chapter five 123 

In Backlash, the "son" was maneuvered into a position where he had to face 

the one and only man who was beyond competition for him. The impossibility of 

acting against the father caused the son's paralysis, which I could explain with the 

help of Freud's fable of the primal horde. The sons' murder of the primordial father 

in Totem and Taboo resulted in the creation of a symbolic place that is constitutive-

ly unoccupied. This empty place is ruled by the memory of the dead father. This 

memory is elevated to the principle of the symbolic Law that regulates the symbolic 

order. The irony of this account is that as soon as a father figure claims that he fills 

the place of the agent of symbolic Law, he executes his own death-sentence. For, as 

Lacan has pointed out with a reference to a Freudian dream,[4 the symbolic father 

is not only dead, but also ignorant of his own death. Rather, it is crucial for the 

balance within the symbolic order that the truth of his death be hidden from the 

father (Écrits 300). The place of this agent as bearer of the symbolic Law is 

sustained on condition that the father is engaged in a certain "eye-closing" towards 

his sorry situation (Gallop, Reading Lacan 182). 

Mann's Man of the West is an interesting western in its violation of the psy

choanalytic principle that the dead father should not be informed about his death. 

Link shoots his hypermasculine father figure Dock after declaring him "already 

dead" and calling him a ghost. In his speech, Link places the too authoritative 

father, who monopolized all privileges, in the place of authority, the position of the 

Law. This place only functions insofar as it is unoccupied, that is, filled in by a dead 

father, plagued by a certain blindness. Nevertheless, Dock starts to act as if he were 

infallible by inviting Link to shoot him and calling out that Link has lost the taste 

for killing. At this point, Dock seems to really believe that he is an authority without 

need for justification. This pretension will be fatal to him. A father figure who pre

tends to speak from the empty place of authority, operates by definition from a false 

position. He is exposed as an impostor and in his shift from a hypermasculine 

father to a "ghostlike" and pretentious fraud, he becomes subject to rivalry. Dock is 

no longer a father, but a mere abstraction. He is a man who cannot be murdered, 

since he already exists no more. Because of Dock's supposed infallibility, Link is 

able to act and draw his gun against Dock: the "ghost" tumbles down. The hero in 

Backlash could neither fight nor identify with his father. The hero in Man of the West 

demonstrates the possibility of fighting. He can shoot the old man as soon as the 

latter is not just a hypermasculine and evil representative of the Name-of-the-

Father, but totally identifies himself as the always-already dead agent of symbolic 

Law. 

There is a second aspect which only remained implicit in Backlash, but is 

made explicit in Man of the West. In the latter western, Billy tells Link that she has 

never met a man like him before, but that he seems to have lost his special quality 

during his forced membership of Dock's bunch. After the final confrontation with 
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Dock, Link seems too blank and empty to speak. He rides away with Billy and only 

mumbles her name, but she watches his face and says: "Link, I never loved 

anybody or anything in my whole life before. I always wondered what it felt like, 

now I know. . . . I wouldn't change this feeling. Not for anything." Billy's words are 

the end of Mann's western, only followed by an aerial shot: we see the wagon drive 

towards the horizon. 

As in Backlash, the confrontation with the too dominant father figure results 

in the hero's aphanisis and he is in a situation that is worse than subjectivization. 

Man of the West reveals that the woman has a constitutive role to play in the way the 

hero can overcome this crisis. Billy's role after Dock's death is to "see" Link with her 

imagination rather than with her eyes. She has to see "in him more than him." Her 

declaration of love for him at the end of the film is a clear attempt to (re)invest him 

with the illusion of masculine "being," to find in him what she had been looking 

for, that is, "some kind of special thrill." This investment is characteristic of 

female fetishism, which can be paraphrased as: "I - the woman - know very well that 

you - man - have sacrificed 'being' but still I treat you as if you really were a man." 

It is this role which will also befit Karyl Orton in Backlash. The woman's attentive 

look at Jim Slater's face suggests that she is prepared to sustain him in regaining 

his masculinity.^ 

Following the discussion of the hero's troublesome encounter with the father 

figure in mid-fifties westerns, the question presents itself how the presence of the 

severe patriarch in these westerns can be read historically. In a period when soft 

masculinity was in vogue promoting the domestic mystique, as I outlined in chap

ter three, Steven Cohan indicates that hard masculinity, embodied by western 

heroes, was required as "the standard when defending the nation's boundaries" 

(xii). This defense was embedded in the furious Cold-War anti-Communism 

intensified to paranoid heights by McCarthy in 1950. After 1954, however, support 

for vehement, irrational Communist-hunting dwindled rapidly. In the spring ofthat 

year, McCarthy had to appear as a witness for the Army-McCarthy hearings, which 

were telecast nationwide and closely watched. According to novelist John Steinbeck, 

the Senator behaved exactly like the "bad guy" in a TV western: "He had a stubble 

of a beard . . . he leered, he sneered, he had a nasty laugh. He bullied and shouted. 

He looked evil" (qtd. in Carter 45, ellipsis in original). 

Partly due to his "bad guy" appearance, McCarthy overplayed his hand in this 

dispute with the Army and he suffered loss of face in front of a television audience. 

His downfall and unmasking in public opinion showed above all that the fear of 

Communism should retroactively be seen as a container for doubts about cultural 

changes, as a vehicle for political ambitions and an overall sense of insecurity 

rather than as an actual threat. McCarthy, the Senator who put the anti-Red 

crusade into high gear (Fried 120), was shown up as a media demagogue whose 
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great talent lay in exploiting a fear of Communism. One can doubt whether he was 

entirely convinced of the Red Scare, but it benefitted his own name and fame to 

pretend that he fully believed in the Communist threat (Oakley 62-63). McCarthy's 

name became associated with a "crude, below-the-belt, eye-gouging, bare-knuckled 

partisan exploitation of anti-Communism, usually on the basis of half-truths, 

warmed-over 'revelations,' and plain lies" (Caute 47). 

Slavoj Zizek uses the McCarthyites as an example to illustrate the nature of 

the obsessional neurotic. A McCarthyite commits him- or herself completely to a 

cause (protect our country against the "evil empire") which only serves "to conceal 

the falsity of his/her subjective position" (Zizek, Everything You 261). McCarthyites 

had been successful in concealing the falsity of their position in the heyday of anti-

Communism, and for that reason their accusations were believed. The gradual 

decline of McCarthyism since the second half of the fifties, however, was accompa

nied by an exposure of McCarthy as a man speaking from an "illegitimate" position. 

During his rise to fame and power in the early fifties, Senator McCarthy had 

been put in a position of authority by a coterie of well-placed supporters. As his pop

ularity rose in these years, McCarthy began to act more and more as if he were infal

lible. He completely identified himself with the role and place of authority. This 

identification revealed itself in the way he accused others baselessly and in the way 

he went to extremes in his conflict with the Army. The seed of McCarthy's downfall 

lurked in this pretentious identification of himself as authority. As psychoanalysis 

teaches us, a figure of authority owes his power and privileged position to his 

ignorance. The Senator, however, prided himself on his knowledge. He acted as if 

he knew who was right and wrong. The more McCarthy began to present himself as 

'"the subject presumed to know," the more he came across as a man who did not pos

sess knowledge and power, but who was engrossed with displaying his (apparent) 

possession of them. 

We can see the mid-fifties westerns as a comment on this display of power. 

In these westerns, the patriarch paralyzes the son, because he is an impossible rival. 

On the other hand, the madly stubborn father is on the verge of collapsing when he 

identifies too much with the paternal position. He has to pay for this excess. His 

supposed infallibility is only a posture. In Backlash, the father's fear of losing the 

shoot-out against his son shows in his cheating. He draws his gun ahead of time, 

clearly violating the agreement. In The Halliday Brand, the father (Ward Bond) tries 

to shoot his disobedient son (Joseph Cotton) who does not resist or try to escape. 

The father collapses, however, before pulling the trigger. And in Man of the West, the 

father figure staggers like a drunkard - as while holed up in the mountains, chal

lenging Link by claiming that he has lost the taste for killing and inviting his "son" 

to shoot him. 
In the figure of the collapsing patriarch the haunting presence of McCarthy 
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is commented upon by setting him as the man who boasted that he represented 

Americanism with its sleeves rolled up. After 1954, many Americans gradually 

realized that McCarthy was a ridiculous bully and an impostor because he was 

guilty of behavior that befit only an authority who thinks that he is not liable to 

error. He uttered accusations which were baseless. Under the spell of the Wisconsin 

senator and his followers, Americans had been lured into believing in McCarthy's 

authority. An atmosphere was created in which a witness could pop up from any 

corner, charging a fellow-citizen in the name of McCarthy. The spell was broken 

when McCarthy trusted his infallibility too much. He even risked a conflict with the 

Army that could not be won, which sped his decline. With McCarthy's exposure as 

a pretentious authority and a "buffoon" from 1954 onwards (Heale 152), the charges 

that had been uttered in his name could be increasingly considered invalid. 

In the mid-fifties, when the great purge began to slacken and America awoke 

from its paranoid nightmare of intense anti-Communism, the failure of McCarthy 

as an infallible father contributed to the crisis of masculinity. Some westerns testi

fy to this failure by representing an excessively present but also staggering patriarch 

who merely displays power. Films such as Backlash and Man of the West, however, 

also prepare for a restoration of masculinity. Due to the presence of a father figure, 

the chain of competition is (temporarily) disrupted. This short-circuit results in the 

hero's blankness. In her role as female fetishist a woman can help to reinvent con

ventional heroism. She is a necessary support for the hero in casting off his blank

ness and in "seeing" him with her imagination as if he really is a hero. 

The historical shift in McCarthy's position from an authoritative figure to a 

buffoon retroactively mediates High Noon's multi-interpretability. During the full 

blossoming of McCarthyism, marshal Kane's resolute choice to fight his enemy 

Frank Miller in the name of a cause could be seen as a criticism of congressional 

anti-Communist investigations of Hollywood. Simultaneously, the film could be 

identified with the mission of Red-hunting itself. By the mid-fifties, however, on

going interpretations of Zinnemann's film tend to support the HUAC-victims. By 

that time, Communist-hunting became increasingly tainted so that High Noon was 

increasingly read as had been intended by screen writer Carl Foreman, that is, as a 

criticism of McCarthyism and the atmosphere it had created in Hollywood. With the 

dwindling support for McCarthy as an authority in a "false" position, High Noon was 

more and more regarded as an anti-McCarthyite western, since history retro

spectively favored the position of the HUAC-victim. 

A Former Mentor who Taught the Lawyer Western Law 

The emergence of hypermasculine father figures in mid-fifties westerns is related 

to the exposure of McCarthy as an impostor. One of the reasons for discussing this 

relation was to enhance an understanding of the choice of Tom Doniphon to sink 
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into obscurity in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance as a forced choice. Tom is the 

man who actually shot the villain but he is trapped within the field of "meaning" as 

soon as he starts to narrate his own heroic act. At this moment of subjectivization, 

he can no longer be seen as a hero in terms of "being," but this in itself does not yet 

condemn him to the status of total anonymity. The question is: How can Tom's 

"fading" away be explained as a historical comment? 

The centre of action in John Ford's The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) 

is the showdown between the attorney-at-law Ransom Stoddard and the villain 

Liberty Valance. In contrast to High Noon, the citizens are apprehensive of the vil

lain's victory. Liberty threatens to overthrow the democratic way Shinbone has been 

organized since the arrival of Ransom. Because he attempts to upset the order of 

"meaning," Liberty can be called the bad villain. He intends to attack lawyer Ransom 

as the most outspoken representative of this order. By way of Tom's secret inter

vention (revealed by himself to Ransom in a flashback), Ransom is saved. Hence, 

Tom is the good cowboy-outlaw since he shoots the villain in the name of society. 

Tom is not acknowledged as hero, however, since there is no witness to his action. 

The citizens of Shinbone, including Tom's girlfriend Hallie, presume that Ransom 

himself was skilled enough as gunfighter. Because they think he has proven his 

masculine "being," the citizens project him as an authority-figure of "meaning." 

According to them, it is well-deserved that he is associated with the place of (sym

bolic) Law. 

Ransom differs from the excessive father figures in Backlash and Man of the 

West in one important regard. Whereas the fathers hyperbolized their position and 

really believed in their authority, Ransom knows he is simply an accidental hero. 

The dominant fathers exaggerated their authority but the lawyer does not behave as 

if he were infallible. Because he is aware of his limitations and is aloof in his 

actions, he does not lose his privileged place and can build a successful career as 

politician. He owes this career to the fact that he is identified as the man who shot 

Liberty Valance. Ransom knows, however, that his fame is not based upon "facts," 

but on the fiction of masculine heroism that makes up the "legend" of the old West. 

Due to the people's misidentification of Ransom as the hero, Tom loses his 

privileged position as a tough outsider. The lawyer has outdistanced him as the hero 

in the eyes of the citizens. Telling the facts of the showdown hardly compensates for 

this injustice, since the citizens are loyal to their favorite accounts, even when they 

are false. Moreover, telling is an improper way of constituting tough heroism. 

Excluded from being seen as a man of "being," the only choice for Tom is to be 

represented on the side of "meaning" under the heading of the Name-of-the-Father. 

Tom refuses this choice for an order that, as he sees better than anyone else, is 

founded on the identification of heroism with the wrong man. This refusal is 

expressed in his language. Throughout the film, he addresses the lawyer Ransom as 



128 screening cowboys reading masculinit es in westerns 

"pilgrim." In Tom's eyes, western law does not depend on books, but is ruled by the 

power of the gun, and remains to be defined. And the word "guilt" has been banned 

from Tom's idiom. While confessing his deeds, he says that he can live with cold

blooded murder. 

Since the prevalent conceptions of the symbolic order which are constitutive 

of the field of "meaning" make no sense to Tom, he is to be situated on the other 

side of "meaning." Excluding himself from "meaning" and barred from the illusion 

of "being," Tom is condemned to encounter aphanisis, that is, his "fading" away, his 

disappearance. The films Backlash and Man of the West pointed to a similar crisis, 

which resulted into the cowboy's blankness. Earlier I suggested that there was one 

way for the protagonists to overcome their aphanisis. In both westerns, the hero was 

accompanied by a supportive woman. She bestowed the illusion of "being" -

although always-already lost - on the hero by "seeing" him with her imagination 

rather than with her eyes. 

In The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance the possibility of Tom's recovery is 

excluded since Hallie has left him for the man who is supposed to have shot Liberty. 

Therefore, Tom is devoid of the woman who might fetishize him, who might "see" 

him as if he had not sacrificed "being." He lacks someone who stands by him and 

tells him: you look like a man.16 Tom's aphanisis anticipates his disappearance in a 

literal sense. He dies an almost completely forgotten man, not even registered in the 

archives of Shinbone. Only after Tom's death does Ransom make an attempt to set 

the record straight. While Tom lies in his coffin, Ransom narrates Tom's showdown 

in flashback as a belated epitaph for his former mentor who taught the lawyer the 

lessons of western law. 

In its posthumous rehabilitation of the good gunfighter, The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance can be qualified as an "end-of-the-West" western (Collins 246). 

Ford's film takes a reflexive distance from generic conventions. A traditional 

western requires that the actual shooter be everlastingly acknowledged as the good 

hero, never as the sympathetic dude. I want to suggest that in the citizens' confu

sion in detecting the good hero a residue of the bygone era of McCarthyism 

resonates. 

The period of Communist-hunting brought Americans closer to the realiza

tion that there is no unambiguous version of the good. The supporters of 

McCarthyism could defend themselves by claiming that they had the best intentions 

for America. Their efforts to safeguard the country against bad influences were sin

cere. However, sincere does not mean justified. In the eyes of his opponents, 

McCarthy had been an authority in a "false" position who had gone his own ruth

less course, seeking his own road to glory at the expense of many victims. While 

insisting on America's safety, McCarthyites had unjustly accused many American 

citizens whose careers were subsequently destroyed. The question arises: What is 
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better, ranking the country's interests above the risk that some citizens' lives may 

be damaged, or vice versa? In traditional westerns, there is a one-to-one relation: 

What the good hero does serves the community, and its people, in turn, express 

their gratitude to the hero. In The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, this circularity is 

disrupted, since the good hero is not honored. Tom was a cowboy-outlaw who 

simply did what he had to do. He served the community by (secretly) assisting the 

naive dude. 

We can see how a nostalgic reminiscence of McCarthy is produced in Ford's 

film from 1962, accompanying the end-of-the-West atmosphere of the time.'7 In the 

eyes of his conservative followers, McCarthy was unjustly treated because of the 

"civilized" course of history which determined that the tough senator should fight a 

lost cause. The "spirit" of the 1960s favored young men like the new president John 

F. Kennedy, whose election can be seen as an attempt to rid the country of the bur

densome inheritance of Communist-hunting. Kennedy himself alluded to this 

inheritance by emphasizing in his inaugural speech that America moves into "a new 

Frontier - the frontier of the 1960s - the frontier of unknown opportunities and 

perils" (qtd. in Oakley 417). The call for a new Frontier implies a farewell to the old-

fashioned tough guys who have to give way to a new generation of people, reared on 

and committed to Eastern principles of law. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is 

labeled as an "end-of-the-West" western, since it laments that the good and power

ful hero has no other choice than to die prematurely, when people are no longer 

capable of rating his contribution at its true value. This fate not only befell Tom 

Doniphon, but also senator McCarthy who in the eyes of his supporters, was a dedi

cated patriot, but had been treated as a scapegoat.18 

Conclusion 

The dominant father is an impossible figure in the genre of the western. On the one 

hand, psychoanalytic theory indicates why his presence clashes with a conventional 

construction of the cowboy's masculinity. On the other hand, the history of the rise 

and fall of McCarthyism is used to explain the unprecedented emergence of the 

hypermasculine father in westerns from the mid- and late-fifties. The controversy 

around McCarthyism is closely imbricated with issues related to defending 

America's national boundaries that in the fifties still required the hard version of 

masculinity as its standard. This controversy enabled me to elaborate on the crisis 

in western film constructions of toughness. The cowboy was psychically blocked 

from identifying with his bad father and prevented from encountering him in a final 

face-off. As Man of the West shows, the cowboy can only fight this impossible figure 

on the condition that the father believes in his infallibility. Due to this belief, the 

father operates from the "false" position of symbolic authority. In the second half of 

the fifties, McCarthy's position was similarly exposed as "false." Since he presumed 
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his own infallibility, he overplayed his hand and initiated his downfall. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance can be interpreted by McCarthyites as a 

form of belated recognition. The good outlaw is left to his own devices, since his 

contribution to the disappearance of the bad guy who threatens society has not been 

observed. Unappreciated by the citizens, the good outlaw is condemned to vanish 

himself, a fate which to his supporters resonates with McCarthy's life story. He 

meant to serve America, but he was not valued for his true worth. Just as the ini

tially prominent cowboy who narrates his own heroic deeds becomes a marginal 

figure in the town's history, McCarthy is judged by historians as a buffoon who is 

not to be taken at his words. In the sixties, it became clear that he had been a man 

who, in attacking all suspected Communists, had been speaking from the "false" 

position of authority. He intended to act like a severe father in the interests of 

America, but America abandoned its "father" the moment he seemed to pride him

self on his infallibility. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Shirking from Paternal Duties 

While heroic masculinity is clearly defined in a western, good fatherhood is not. The 

hero is a man who reveals himself- in the presence of witnesses - to be "more of a 

man" than other men when he defeats his opponents in a showdown. The hero can 

be described in superlatives: he is the best shooter or the fastest gun alive who uses 

his skills to safeguard society. It is decidedly more challenging to define a good 

father, let alone, the best father. The cultural image of the father oscillates between 

extreme poles, from the severe rule-maker who demands unconditional obedience 

of his children to the tender, loving parent who allows his children to make their 

own choices. A good father may encompass aspects of both these poles but there are 

no clear guidelines for how to keep them balanced. Correspondingly, in contrast to 

gunfighting, there are no unambiguous, universal criteria for excelling at father

hood. 

This is one of the primary reasons that the young Mexican boys in John 

Sturges' The Magnificent Seven (i960) are more impressed with and inclined to imi

tate gunfighter Bernardo (Charles Bronson) than their own fathers. Bernardo's skill 

and stature can be measured in indisputable and manifest competitive terms, 

whereas their fathers - modest farmers - cannot be judged according to unambi

guous criteria. Bernardo tells the youths, however, that their fathers are more 

courageous than he is, since they have taken on the responsibility of a family. A 

cowboy, by contrast, leads an unfettered life that includes no responsibility for any

one else. Bernardo and his fellow cowboys in The Magnificent Seven in fact do 

realize, momentarily, that their existence as unbound gunfighters is a dead-end, as 

I discussed in chapter one. They come to understand that they are involved in 

futile and prospectless competition: the bullet that will kill them is already on its 

way. Realizing this, they briefly consider quitting, but then decide to persist being 

gunfighters, with corresponding lethal consequences for Bernardo and a number of 

other "magnificent" cowboys. Ultimately, they are simply too reluctant to give up 

the thrill of competition, and so miss the opportunity to choose for (and live) life as 

a farmer and/or father. 

The protagonist of Clint Eastwood's Oscar-winning, critically acclaimed1 and 

financially successful western Unforgiven (1992), however, does make this choice. 

William Munny (Clint Eastwood) is a (former) cowboy who has become a farmer-

father. Because of the hero's paternal position I attribute to this chapter the status 

of an afterthought. Whereas Freud's fable of the primal father is told from the per

spective of the sons, Unforgiven can be seen as complementary to this fable in pro

viding a father's perspective. 
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The "general consensus" in American film reviews, based in part on the 

hero's role as father, is that Unforgiven is an unusual, "revisionist" western (Smith, 

Clint 263). Eastwood's film, however, has only a veneer of revisionism. Despite its 

foregrounding of an apparently oxymoronic "cowboy-father," Unforgiven ultimately 

returns to the fold of generic conventions. The cowboy who became a father returns 

to life as a cowboy. This detour, I will claim, is historically relevant as a neo-con-

servative response to the contemporary cultural demand that fathers take domestic 

responsibilities. 

The Transition from Father to Cowboy: Unforgiven 

In the beginning of Unforgiven, a cowboy mutilates the prostitute Delilah (Anna 

Thomson) in the generic western town of Big Whiskey, Wyoming. The local sheriff 

Little Bill Daggett (Gene Hackman) orders both the cowboy and his buddy to pay 

seven ponies in compensation for the "damaged property." Delilah's colleagues con

sider the sentence insulting and misogynist, and put a reward on the heads of the 

two cowboys. A young man, nicknamed the Schofield Kid (Jaimz Woolvett), visits 

the farmer William Munny and tries to tempt him to come out of retirement with 

the lure of a thousand dollar bounty. William once was a "notoriously vicious" 

(opening lines of the film) gunfighter but was cured of his drinking and wickedness 

by his now-dead wife Claudia Feathers. He owns a pen full of hogs, and is raising 

two children, but business is going badly at the farm, and William decides to visit 

his former black buddy Ned Logan (Morgan Freeman)2 in order to propose that he 

join him and the Schofield Kid in tracking down the two cowboys. 

Back on the prairie, William gradually regains the qualities required for suc

cess as a bounty hunter. The three men eventually catch up with the two cowboys. 

In contrast to Ned, who proves unable to kill, William executes one man. The 

second cowboy is shot by the Kid later. Too shocked by the act of killing a man, the 

near-sighted Schofield Kid forgoes his share of the bounty. William advises him to 

take his part of the money and buy a pair of spectacles. Meanwhile, Ned who has 

gone his own way, is beaten to death by the crude sheriff of Big Whiskey when he 

refuses to tell Little Bill the location of his friends. In a climactic showdown, 

William revenges Ned's death, killing the sheriff and four of his men. He returns 

home and subsequently departs for San Francisco with his two children, in all like

lihood, as the closing words say, securing them a prosperous future. 

Janet Thumim writes that Unforgiven is not only a classic western, the film is 

also "about the western and thus, necessarily, it is also about masculinity" (235). For 

Thumim, Eastwood's western offers a reflection on man's (in)competence in gun-

fighting, love-making and carpentry; the complaints by prostitutes of their status of 

property; the de-glamorizing impact of violence; the role of story-tellers in the pro-
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cess of history-writing; and the psychic pressure of killing. I, however, find the tran

sitions from retired cowboy, to husband/father, to cowboy, and finally once again to 

father of greatest interest. These transitions are interwoven, as I will argue below, 

with the hero's positioning as the object of the look of various characters: the 

Schofield Kid, his own children, the mutilated prostitute Delilah, and a writer of 

dime novels named Beauchamp (Saul Rubinek). 

When the Schofield Kid arrives at William's place, the young cowboy 

provocatively states that the farmer does not look like a cold-blooded assassin. The 

Kid makes veiled references to the impoverished condition of the farmer's isolated 

house. In the eyes of the Schofield Kid, nothing recalls William's old-time reputa

tion and his glorious days. The gray-haired William initially ignores the Kid's chal

lenge, concentrating instead on the immediate chore of separating some sick pigs 

from the herd. His attempt is futile, however. He slips in the mud and while the 

hogs run alongside him, the camera captures William's fall in the mud in medium 

close-up. When he rises, we see his mud-covered face in close-up, followed by an 

extreme long shot of the Schofield Kid riding in the distance. Then William's two 

children draw his attention back to the task at hand, pointing out two more feverish 

hogs. 

Later, William begins to practice shooting. With his six-gun he aims at a can 

standing on a wood-post but misses time and again. His little daughter asks her 

brother: "Did pa used to kill folks?" The boy has an amazed look on his face. 

William finally succeeds in hitting the can after he brings out his double-barreled 

rifle. Despite his lacklustre shooting, William decides to follow the Schofield Kid. 

As his children watch, he tries to mount his horse, but with little success. The 

camera films his frenetic attempts in medium close-up, alternating between shots 

of William's head and the horse's head and legs. Because the horse is spinning 

around, the proximity from which they are filmed creates a dazzling and disturbing 

movement on-screen. The camera only films from a long-shot distance while 

William falls down but is brought closer in again when he tries to mount the horse 

anew. When he finally climbs into the saddle, we see in long shot how he rides into 

the distance after having told his children that their dear, departed mother watches 

over them. 

In these scenes at the farm, William is barely able to display typical activities 

of a western hero such as shooting and horse-riding. His inability is visually signi

fied to us, spectators, by the proximity of the camera. Caught by a too-close camera, 

his strained activities create an effect of disorientation instead of stability and con

trol. At the same time, William's own children function as embedded focalizers in 

these scenes. The too-close camera suggests that they do not simply observe him, 

but keep a (too) strict eye upon him. While his children watch him, William 

appears unable to do the manly things that have gained him notoriety. They have 
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only heard of his reputation, but they have never seen him as the great hero he once 

was: "Did pa used to kill folks?" William's daughter asks her baffled brother. For 

them, he is their father, not the renowned cowboy killer. These scenes imply that 

fatherhood emasculates a man. 

In the company of Ned, William takes up his old job as prairie cowboy. 

William's transformation from father to cowboy is not yet complete, however. He 

has sworn not to drink alcohol and in the saloon in Big Whiskey, where he arrives 

sick and shivering with fever, he even refuses to take a sip of a glass of whisky. His 

illness can be metonymically linked to his sick hogs: William is still too much 

"infected" by his life as a farmer-father. According to genre conventions such a life 

is incompatible with the position of sturdy cowboy-outlaw. He has not yet suffi

ciently shed his past domesticity. At this point, sheriff Little Bill arrives in the 

saloon and starts to interrogate William on whether he has complied with the 

sheriff's rule that strangers hand in their gun. When Little Bill detects a hidden gun, 

he addresses his "biographer" Beauchamp, who is among the saloon guests. The 

sheriff shows the dime-novel writer how he treats "trash" like William. In the 

ensuing fight, staged for the eyes of the writer, Little Bill beats the feverish William 

and we see how the bounty-hunter is seriously wounded. 

William recovers miles away from Big Whiskey, nursed by the mutilated 

prostitute Delilah. She wants to give him a "free one," but he refuses, not because 

of her cut-up face, but because of his loyalty to his wife. Surprised and admiring, 

she asks him about his wife. He then lies that she is back home, taking care of his 

children. Keeping his widowhood a secret, he justifies his absence from home. He 

makes Delilah believe that his children have a mother who fulfils the domestic 

duties. His lie liberates him from his own responsibilities as a father and 

legitimizes his job as a cowboy away from home. 

After his recovery from his illness, William rejoins Ned and the Kid. They 

have traced the cowboys, but Ned is psychically blocked from shooting them. Since 

the Kid is virtually blind, William takes Ned's Spencer rifle. William, who has little 

experience in shooting with a Spencer, is constantly addressed by a nervous Kid, 

who wants to hear an extensive account of whether or not he has hit one of the cow

boys. In this scene, William is explicitly the object of the Kid's look. The Kid is both 

excited and pessimistic, since he has little faith in William's capacities. Although 

the Kid has heard stories about William's reputation as the "worst, meaning the 

best" gunfighter, he only knows him as an old broken-down farmer, who became 

seriously ill when he returned to the prairie. Nevertheless, William shoots one 

wanted man in the stomach. The cowboy dies slowly, in great pain. 

Ned loses all taste for tracking down the second cowboy, and decides to 

return home. William and the Kid continue the hunt, and the latter kills the cowboy 

point-blank. After their job has been accomplished, William learns that Ned has 
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been tortured to death by Little Bill. He starts to drink from a bottle of whisky. This 

drinking signifies that the torture and subsequent death of his partner have been 

crucial in pushing William to shed the "skin" of his fatherhood. Motivated by 

revenge he revisits Big Whiskey. In his second confrontation with the sheriff, their 

positions are reversed. This time, William is no longer the farmer who hunts for the 

bounty, but he becomes the cowboy returning to revenge his buddy's cruel death. 

He kills the sheriff and four of his assistants in a self-assured style. The showdown 

is witnessed by Little Bill's biographer, who is full of awe for the victor. Beauchamp 

can now start to rewrite the story of heroism in the West, choosing not Little Bill but 

William as his protagonist. Watched, among others, by the writer and the 

prostitutes, William returns to his children. 

We can clearly see how the hero is positioned as the focalized object. Both 

the Kid's and his children's doubts and looks are necessary for his return to the prai

rie. The Kid's scornful comment after seeing the farm tempts him out of his retire

ment. The proximity of his children, marked by the frequent use of (medium) close-

up shots, has an oppressive, and therefore, emasculating effect upon him: home 

and fatherhood are not the destiny of a "real" man. Having lost the habit of life as a 

cowboy, he falls ill upon his arrival in Big Whiskey. Recovering under the nursing 

look of Delilah, he gains her sympathy by telling her about his wife. His lie that his 

wife watches over the children legitimizes his absence at home in the eyes of the 

prostitute. 

Unforgiven shows that the more William abandons his responsibilities as a 

father, the more his former role as cowboy seems to befit him. After he has justified 

his neglect of domestic duties to the prostitute, he is ready to become a "man" once 

again. In killing one of the cowboys, he proves his masculinity in the eyes of the 

Kid, who had doubted his qualities as shooter. His transformation from father to 

cowboy is only complete, however, after he starts to drink. He is filled by intense 

desire for revenge after the news of his best friend's death. The black man functions 

here as the necessary sacrifice that fully reinstates in William a lust for vengeful 

heroism. William single-handedly kills five men and wins the admiration of the 

writer, the man who will make a report of the event as well as of his heroism. 

During his period in the prairie, William has left his son and daughter to 

their own devices. In terms of present-day "progressive" demands, he might be 

qualified as a "not good enough," though not necessarily "bad," father. In the nine

ties, men are repeatedly called upon in a wide variety of cultural media, ranging 

from academic texts to life-style magazines, to take paternity seriously. Eastwood's 

western can be seen as a film that counters this call. The audience of Unforgiven is 

not shown anything of William's definitive retirement as a cowboy and his return to 

homebound fatherhood, but the closing lines imply that his offspring have no 

reason to complain about the temporary absence of their father. Thanks to their 



136 s c r e e n i n g c o w b o y s reading masculinities in westerns 

father's part of the bounty - the reward resulting from his rediscovery of traditional 

masculinity - they exchange a poor, isolated farm for the more wealthy setting of 

San Francisco, "where it was rumored [William] prospered in dry goods" (closing 

lines of the film). 

Unforgiven can be seen as a neo-conservative comment. The film indicates 

that man's domestic efforts do not determine his success as a father. Contrary to 

"progressive" standards, such a reading of the film implies that good fatherhood is 

not defined by the quantity of time invested in properly raising children.3 The film 

can be read as countering contemporary calls to fathers that remind them of their 

domestic responsibilities. Instead, Unforgiven offers the implicit advice that children 

benefit if their daddy is a man of the world and acts as if fatherhood is not his pri

mary job. In this respect, the apparent oxymoron of the cowboy-father is used to 

suggest that the best father may be the one who shirks his paternal duties in favor 

of masculine impulses.4 If feminists promote the subordination of masculinity to 

domestic policy, Unforgiven reverses the hierarchy in a neo-conservative way by 

implying that domestic policy comes second to masculinity.5 

My discussion of Unforgiven illustrates a point I briefly addressed in chapter 

one: life as a cowboy is not just a rite of passage from boyhood/adolescence into 

manhood/maturity. A man who becomes husband or father does not automatically 

give up the yearning for "tough" heroism. As Eastwood's film shows, the construc

tion of competitive masculinity is not exclusively limited to the adolescent phase of 

a man's life, but is caught up in a cyclical process that also affects fathers. 



part th ree chapter seven 137 

PART THREE 

THE COWBOY'S 
MISSED 
ENCOUNTER WITH 
THE "INDIAN" 
"The Injuns were all skinned out here fellows. Only one left, 
Chief Showcase. I keep him on for gags." 
White land capitalist Drag Gibson, a caricatural character in Ishmael Reed's black Hoodoo 

anti-western novel Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Whiteness as Wildness 

As Jane Tompkins claims, Indians only play marginalized roles in the western 

genre. They function, in her words, as "props, bits of local color, textural effects" 

(8). Since Indians have no serious presence as fully developed characters, Tompkins 

does not address the matter of race in her West of Everything, I opt for a different 

approach and examine representations of Indians in westerns. My goal, however, 

will not be to obtain a deeper understanding of Indians themselves; this, as 

Tompkins has indicated, is impossible within the confines of the genre. Rather, my 

goal will be to obtain greater insight into the ways Indians are used to constitute 

white American masculinity.1 

In most western films Indians are played by white actors, such as Jeff 

Chandler in Broken Arrow (Delmer Daves, 1950), Rock Hudson in Winchester yj 

(Anthony Mann, 1950) and in Taza, Son of Cochise (Douglas Sirk, 1954), Burt 

Lancaster in Apache (Robert Aldrich, 1954), and Charles Bronson in Drum Beat 

(Delmer Daves, 1954) and Run of the Arrow (Samuel Fuller, 1957). On the one hand, 

as Tompkins indicated, this type of casting is symptomatic of the marginality of 

Indians. On the other hand - and this aspect is the one I want to explore - it already 

indicates that the figure of the Indian lurks within white American identity. This 

idea builds on the work of Hayden White and other cultural critics elaborating the 

ways in which "wildness" has been conceptualized within Western culture as the 

"repressed content" of white "civilized" identity (White, Tropics 153). 

In westerns, Indians generally function as signifiers for wildness, 

constituting whiteness by relational contrast. They are used as containers for racial 

otherness in order to give content to whiteness. The category of whiteness itself is 

notable for generally going unremarked as such. As Richard Dyer contends, white

ness is characterized by its invisibility as a specific racial position. Whiteness is so 

all-encompassing that it tends to go without saying; it does not exist prior to non-

whiteness, that is, prior to the existence of a tangible deviation from it. In the words 

of Dyer, whiteness has an "everything-and-nothing quality": ". . . white is not 

anything really, not an identity, not a particularizing quality, because it is everything 

- white is no colour because it is all colours" (Matter of Images 142). 

Extending this argument, Thomas DiPiero defines whiteness as a "response 

to a perceived lack of identity" ("White Men" 117). In their attempts to define what 

racial otherness is, white people implicitly constitute their own white identity. By 

delineating what is typical of the other, whiteness is construed as the a-typical, com

mon standard. Representations of the other generally diverge from this standard of 

whiteness. This divergence forms the basis for stereotypes, "an arrested, fixated 
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form of representation" (Bhabha, "Other Question" 321). They are "curiously mixed 

and split" (328). Stereotypes are ambivalent and always in excess of the norm. In the 

genre of the western, as critics such as Fiedler, Philip French, Lenihan, and Maltby 

have noted, Indians are represented as either primitive brutes - combatted by white 

men - or noble savages - celebrated, even imitated by white men.2 

In order to avoid the suggestion of a transhistorical examination of the 

nature of these opposing images, I will discuss the conflict between whiteness and 

non-whiteness within a specific cultural-historical context. This context is the one 

surrounding Norman Mailer's pivotal essay "The White Negro" (1957). This essay 

argues for a "marriage" between black and white. I will claim, however, that Mailer's 

suggestion of a "genuine" interracial male encounter overlooks the fact that his ver

sion of white male rebellious identity is constituted at the expense of, rather than in 

union with, blackness. The white male rebel's appropriation of racial otherness is a 

structuring principle for Mailer's essay. 

My point in introducing two western films contemporary to "The White 

Negro" - John Ford's The Searchers (1956) and Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow 

(1957) - is twofold. First, I want to problematize the white man's privilege to enrich 

his identity with likeable characteristics of a racial other. Second, I want to resist the 

pitfall of an all too simple notion of white/non-white encounters in which all non-

whites are considered interchangeable, irrespective racial and cultural differences. 

There is a tendency in criticism of westerns to read blacks and Indians as 

substitutes for one another, since both have functioned as stand-ins for racial 

otherness in American culture.3 By contrasting Mailer's essay with the two westerns 

I will articulate what difference it makes who is chosen as a "stand-in" for other

ness, black or Indian, in the process of constructing white male American identity. 

The Utopia of Interracial Marriage in "The White Negro" 

It may seem an odd detour to discuss the white-Indian encounter in western films 

via Norman Mailer's text "The White Negro," but that essay is particularly relevant 

to my framing of westerns in the historical context of the 1950s. "The White Negro" 

had its origin in a statement Mailer made about Southern resistance to school inte

gration^ He argued that whites resisted integration and thus equality in the 

classroom because they secretly knew that "the Negro already enjoys sensual 

superiority." As both a compensation for and a defense against the Negroes' "sexu

al supremacy" white men fought to retain their social and educational privileges 

(qtd. in Cooley 138). William Faulkner publicly insulted Mailer, angered by the way 

his article reinforced stereotypical views of black sexuality (which in turn were used 

to validate the segregation and violent oppression of blacks). In response, Mailer 

wrote his essay "The White Negro," which may be "a hodge-podge, a confused piece 

of writing" (Schaub 138) in terms of form and structure, but which has been an 
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influential and controversial text in terms of its content and historical significance. 

David Savran, in his study on white American masculinity Taking It Like a Man, 

names Mailer's text not only a "groundbreaking and trenchant cultural critique" of 

the late fifties, he even claims that the essay serves as the "godfather" of the 

fantasy of the white male as the victim of an oppressive society (4). In his study, 

Savran examines how this fantasy has pervaded American culture up to the present. 

The direct occasion for Mailer's essay was the desegregation of white 

schools, but his text's focus ultimately came to be a psychological portrait of a new 

white rebel male, "the hipster" - a term associated with bebop and taken from black 

slang. Mailer's essay describes the hipster as an American existentialist, living on 

the edge, confronted by an "enormous present. . . with death as immediate danger" 

(373). The hipster exists without roots, divorced from society, as a rebel without a 

cause. He is, to cite two catchy phrases from Mailer's essay, "a frontiersman in the 

Wild West of American night life" (373) and he has the "sophistication of the wise 

primitive in a giant jungle" (378). 

Mailer's characterization of the hipster was meant to oppose "square" 

American culture, symbolized by the domestic bliss of the middle-class nuclear 

family. In chapter three, the white suburban breadwinner father as the new 

standard image of normative masculinity in the fifties was already mentioned. The 

image of the conforming worker in white collar and gray flannel suit represented a 

retreat from the entrepreneurial masculinities of preceding decades. Unlike the 

Self-Made Man of the pre-World War II period, the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit 

was a hired employee who was "expected to subordinate his personal ambitions for 

the good of the corporation" (Savran 47). Correspondingly, the word "crisis" often 

crops up in discussions of white masculinity during the fifties, as in Cohan's impor

tant study Masked Men. He argues that the suburban breadwinner could not go his 

own way but was required to compromise and adjust to the rules of his enterprise. 

In relation to the Self-Made Man, the hired employee was perceived as "soft" and 

emasculated. 

Mailer's figure of the radical hipster was one manifestation of this crisis in 

white masculinity. The hipster opposed the rigors of white-collar normativity by 

attempting to resuscitate Self-Made Manhood. He did not, however, celebrate a 

rural setting of free individualism, but preferred to withdraw into an urban subcul

ture (Savran 48). In the anonymity of the subcultural setting, the white hipster 

could indulge in jazz, marihuana, energetic language, and sexual outlawry. Mailer 

goes so far as to model the white hipster on juvenile delinquents and psychopaths, 

and he advocates good orgasms as therapy (382). Within this context, Mailer turns 

to the figure of the "Negro" as the representative of unrepressed sexuality. 

Mailer argues that because of the "Negro's" life in the margins of society and 

his low status in American culture, he has to "live a life of constant humility or ever-
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threatening danger" (375) and is forced to explore a "morality of the bottom" (383). 

This alternative attracts the white bohemian and the juvenile delinquent and results 

in a "ménage-a-trois" with the "Negro." In this "wedding of the white and black," 

according to Mailer, "it was the Negro who brought the cultural dowry" (374). The 

wedding engenders a new breed of white male urban adventurer, the hipster, who 

"for practical purposes could be considered a white Negro" (375). 

The greatest controversy surrounding this essay centres on the nature of 

Mailer's praise of blackness. The writer James Baldwin expressed strong dismay 

with "The White Negro." To him it was a "downright impenetrable" text for two 

prominent reasons: the title of the essay and the stereotyped portrayal of black men 

(73). Thomas Hill Schaub addresses the first issue when he suggests that "The 

Negro White" would have been a more appropriate title, since what Mailer describes 

"is the white man 'passing' for (his version of the) black" (146). Baldwin's second 

objection to Mailer's text is related to this form of "passing." Mailer's hipster only 

identifies with those characteristics of the black man that he desires for himself. 

The black man in "The White Negro" is heavily mythologized and Mailer romanti

cizes him as a "psychic outlaw" who lives a life of extremes. Simultaneously, the 

"Negro" plays the stereotypical role of "sexual outlaw," sustained by the white fan

tasy of black men having spectacularly large penises. These double roles of outlawry 

pass as the black man's dowry to "the wedding of white and black."5 

Mailer's narrative of cultural miscegenation and "primitive" authenticity can 

be criticized at many levels. In terms of my argument, the most important aspect to 

note in Mailer's essay is that the stereotyped representation of black men is curious

ly mixed and split. The "Negro" plays the feminizing part of seductive bride (Savran 

50) while bringing to the marriage emblems of hypermasculine outlawry. The white 

hipster embraces the "Negro" via flirtation with a "kind of strategic self-othering" 

(Mercer, "Skin" 207). He hyper-valorizes those characteristics of the "Negro" which 

suit his own self-fashioning as a "dirty" rebel with no cause but to challenge the 

"square" culture of white suburban conformism. Mailer's idea of a wedding 

ultimately serves a romanticized appropriation of the black other for the benefit of 

the white male self. The white Negro, like a "photographic negative" (Mercer, "Skin" 

207), becomes masculine by both emasculating and hyper-valorizing his model, the 

black man. The "Negro" is simultaneously the bride and the source of unrepressed 

sexuality. 

Mailer, however, fails to understand the conditions of the wedding he pro

poses. These conditions recall the paradox of Achilles and the tortoise as sketched 

by Lacan in Seminar XX (published as Encore). Achilles is much faster than the tor

toise and approaches him quickly. And of course, it is easy for Achilles to leave the 

tortoise behind. The point of the story, however, is that Achilles can never actually 

reach the tortoise. There is a constant distance between the two that it is impossible 
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to cross. Either Achilles has not approached the tortoise closely enough or he has 

already overtaken the tortoise. 

This paradox of (not) overtaking the other is exemplified by "The White 

Negro." Mailer's white imagination about the black male outlaw creates a gap which 

comes to figure as racial difference: there is an unresolvable discord between (the 

experience of) black subjectivity and the way a white man such as Mailer "sees" 

blackness. In Mailer's text, the promise of closing this gap is presumed to have been 

achieved, which can be transcribed as: "The black man coincides with the way I see 

him and therefore I propose him as my partner/accomplice." The possibility (much 

less, the likelihood) of a constitutive imbalance within such an interracial wedding 

is not taken into account. Mailer's (marriage) proposal merely serves the sake of his 

own identity as white male urban outlaw. His hipster blends with (a projected form 

of) blackness only in order to generate possibilities for Mailer's own self-fashioning 

as a white male rebel who challenges the "soft," but normative image of the white-

collar employee. 

Excessive Identification with the Other: The Searchers 

For the time being, it suffices to characterize "the white Negro" as a deficient trope 

because of its deeply flawed portrayal of interracial "harmony." I will return to the 

issue of the constitutive imbalance in Mailer's essay after contrasting it with the 

western films The Searchers and Run of the Arrow. The essay and films can be treated 

as joined efforts to construct white male identities that are not ensnared by the 

1950s ideology of domestic bliss. Both the essay and films do so through a strategy 

of contrasting whiteness with a racial other. This similarity in strategy, however, 

does not entice similar effects. I will claim that the divergence in how white male 

identity is constructed in Mailer's essay versus how it is constructed in the films 

results from the specificity of the chosen other. This divergence, in turn, suggests 

that it has been easier for white American men to appropriate "the black man" than 

"the Indian." Correspondingly, the representations of Indians in the films forceful

ly remind us of precisely that constitutive imbalance between whites and racial 

minorities elided by yet crucially sustaining Mailer's essay. 

In the history of the western genre, Indians are imagined as either faithful 

companions or wild savages. Companionship suggests that a friendly and "genuine" 

encounter between white and non-white is possible, whereas savagery presupposes 

Indians to be full-fledged adversaries who offer white men the possibility to 

"regenerate through violence" (Slotkin). Attempts to meet Indians as either enemies 

or noble friends are explored in western films such as The Searchers (John Ford, 

1956) and Run of the Arrow (Samuel Fuller, 1957). These films are of particular 

interest, however, precisely because they do not remain enmeshed, respectively, in 

either an easy antagonism or a Utopian friendship between white and red. These 



144 screening cowboys reading masculinities in westerns 

western films do not simply reproduce the stereotypes; they also examine the 

nature of these stereotypes. Consequently, these westerns are tremendously useful 

for pinpointing the parameters of encounters between white men and Indians. 

John Ford's The Searchers (1956) can be read as a reflection on the 

hackneyed imagery that Indians are brute savages. In captivity narratives 6 of earlier 

centuries and dime novelsy of the nineteenth century they figured primarily as a 

"red menace," snatching away women and children. In several of his previous 

western films, Ford had also made use of this particular image of Indians as a 

violent threat. Headed by Geronimo, Indians attack the travelers in the celebrated 

classic Stagecoach (1939). Their brief presence as an anonymous crowd of warriors 

binds the heterogeneous group of passengers together. In Fort Apache (1948) 

Colonel Thursday (Henry Fonda) orders Captain York (John Wayne) and Private 

Beaufort (Pedro Armendariz) to propose talking peace with the Indians to persuade 

them to return to American soil. To the great scandal of York, Thursday at the very 

same time secretly plans an unexpected attack. The trick fails because the Indians 

are too well-adapted to the conditions of war and they defeat the white military 

force. In its explicit reference to captivity narratives, The Searchers (1956) is also 

preoccupied with Indians in their role as wild savages. This film is more complex, 

however, than its engagement with the stereotype suggests. In this western, I will 

argue, the supposed violence of Indians speaks back to the white hero himself. 

In Ford's The Searchers, based on Alan LeMay's novel of the same title, Ethan 

Edwards (John Wayne) is introduced as a classically focalized object. As the film 

begins, Ethan's relatives - his brother, the latter's wife and three children - standing 

on the front porch of their prairie house, watch Ethan approach as a small dot in the 

wide open spaces. The closer he comes the more their faces reveal pleasant 

surprise. His relatives welcome him warmly and want to know about Ethan's 

adventures, but the guest is vague about his past whereabouts and activities. A 

Confederate veteran of the Civil War which had ended three years earlier, he still 

does not believe in the defeat and surrender of the South. When a while later Ethan 

is asked to swear in as a volunteer Texas Ranger in order to assist in rounding up 

cattle that were run off a nearby ranch, he refuses because he considers the loyalty 

oath he gave to the Confederate States of America still binding. Moreover, by 

swearing in as a volunteer, he would have to submit himself to the command of 

Captain Reverend Samuel Clayton (Ward Bond), whose authority he does not recog

nize. 

Nonetheless, Ethan accompanies the Texas Rangers to round up the lost cat

tle, repeatedly proving his superior knowledge and ability in comparison to Samuel 

Clayton. When they see a bull slain by a lance, Ethan recognizes the tribal decora

tions. He suddenly realizes that the theft of cattle is only a trick to lure them away 

from their homes, and he predicts that Indians have used the men's absence for a 
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murder raid. Indeed, the Edwards' home has been burned down, Ethan's brother, 

sister-in-law, and nephew have been killed, and the two nieces Debbie and Lucy 

have been made captives. A group of men decides to trace down the Indian raiders. 

When the men discover a dead Comanche, Ethan shoots the corpse's eyes, in 

the process deeply angering Samuel Clayton. Ethan's act proceeds from blind 

revenge, based on his knowledge of the Comanche belief that a dead man without 

eyes cannot enter the spirit land and is condemned to wander forever between the 

winds. In another scene, he again reveals his familiarity with Comanche customs. 

After the white men narrowly escape from a group of Comanche warriors, Ethan 

recognizes the Indians' death song as an announcement for a new attack. Warned 

in time, the white men's defense is successful. 

At this point, the Texas Rangers decide to end their search for the two girls. 

Ethan, however, continues his quest, assisted by two young men: Martin Pawley 

(Jeffrey Hunter), who had been adopted by the Edwards family, and Brad Jorgensen 

(Harry Carey, Jr.), Lucy's boyfriend. While they are on their way, Ethan comments 

on the distinction he makes between a "human being" and a Comanche. According 

to him, the Indian is less than "human": while a white man leaves his dying horse 

behind, a Comanche will get that horse up, ride it twenty more miles, and eat it. For 

Ethan, the Comanches' willingness both to push their horses far beyond their limit 

and to consume them signifies the Indians' excessive brutishness. The presumed 

brutishness is emphasized soon after when Ethan announces to his companions 

that he has discovered Lucy's dead body. Brad becomes deranged from grief, jumps 

on his horse and rides in the direction of an Indian camp. Off-screen we hear sever

al shots, which convey that he has died. 

Due to the Indians' brutish behavior, they are regarded as equivalent to a 

white villain. In chapter four I argued that symbolic terms such as "law" and "jail" 

are rejected by "bad guys" like Liberty Valance. The refusal to acknowledge these 

terms makes the villain a complete out-law. In terms of the forced choice of 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, the villain has sacrificed "meaning" for (impossible) 

"being." In the eyes of townspeople, subjects confined by symbolic conventions, the 

"bad guy" represents a "disinterest-in-meaning" which tips over into an "excess-of-

toughness." From a (hostile) white perspective, Indians similarly belong to this cate

gory of excess. They are marked by "too much wildness," to which their uncompro

mising attitude towards horses attests. Since white men take them as figures of 

excessive wildness, Indians are considered unpredictable in their actions, motives, 

and habits. 

Ethan, however, proves himself an exception to the general rule that white 

men cannot fathom Indians: he is, as we have seen, an adequate reader of 

Comanche customs and tactics. He can predict that the Indians will use the white 

men's absence for a murder raid. He has knowledge of Comanches' treatment of 
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their horses, the significance of a Comanche corpse's eyes, and recognizes a 

Comanche death song. He acts as one knowing all the secrets of the wild racial 

other. His presumed knowledge makes him a borderline figure in the eyes of his 

two companions, Brad and Martin. They "see"/imagine him as a man capable of 

oscillating between wilderness and civilization - in other words, as a western hero. 

In the course of the film, however, Ethan gradually belies his status as con

ventional hero. This shift is first introduced when Ethan, later in the film, makes 

another distinction between whites and Comanches. He says that an Indian will 

chase a thing until he thinks he has chased it enough, but that whites will search 

until they have found what they are looking for, however long it takes. Ethan pre

sents Indians as people who do not care if they return from a search with empty 

hands, while he situates himself as a (white) man who "knows" the object of his 

search, and will catch it at any price. From this self-confident declaration onwards, 

he is gradually perceived differently by Martin. Originally, Martin had thought that 

the objective of their search was the rescue of Debbie, so that she could live among 

her own people again. Halfway into the film, however, Martin expresses his doubt 

about the sincerity of Ethan's reasons for tracking Debbie down. In a conversation 

with his former girlfriend Laurie Jorgensen (Vera Miles) he says: "I'm afraid of him 

finding Debbie. I've seen his eyes on the very word 'Comanche.'" 

Martin's doubt is visually sustained when we, the spectators, are given a 

glimpse of Ethan's eyes in a quick tracking shot, an unusual camera movement in 

this film, as he looks at some women who had been Comanche captives. This shot 

is part of a flashback visualizing a letter Martin has written to Laurie. It describes 

the arrival of Ethan and Martin in a former Comanche camp after it was raided by 

the American Cavalry. The two searchers are allowed to look at several deranged 

young white women who had been living among the Indians. Martin holds out 

Debbie's favorite doll to them, and one of the women snatches it away. While 

looking at the woman with the doll, Ethan concludes that the women "ain't white 

anymore - they are Comanche." The camera quickly zooms in on his face, in a sud

den movement forward, focussing on the grim lines about Ethan's mouth and his 

fiery eyes. The close-up makes "graphically clear that Ethan himself is on the verge 

of madness caused by his obsessive hatred" (Pye, "Double Vision" 233) while the 

unusual way the camera zooms in on his face emphasizes his disgust at what 

Debbie might have become. By quickly zooming in on the murderous look Ethan 

shoots at the woman with the doll, a substitute for Debbie herself, it is suggested 

that he does not want to bring his young niece back but rather desires to kill her. 

The tracking shot visually endorses the shift in how Martin sees Ethan. The 

latter's changed attitude towards his senior companion becomes evident when the 

men finally encounter Debbie (Natalie Wood). After many years, the two searchers 

have tracked her down and discovered that she is the wife of chief Scar (Henry 
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Brandon). They arrange for a meeting with the Comanche headman. Outside the 

Indian camp, Debbie approaches the men and urges them to leave her with her 

people, the Comanches. Ethan tries to shoot his niece but Martin, intervening 

quickly, prevents him from killing her. Forced to flee when Scar and his men 

arrive, Ethan and Martin retreat behind a rock. There Martin reads aloud Ethan's 

will: in place of Debbie, his only living relative, Martin has become his heir. The 

latter becomes angry with Ethan for bypassing Debbie solely because she, as Ethan 

contemptuously says, "lives with a buck." 

Martin's anger predominantly derives from his disappointment with Ethan. 

Initially Martin believed in the tough war veteran as a self-determined reader of 

Indians' characteristics, a man supposed to know everything about them. Martin 

now sees Ethan as a man obsessed with hatred, intent on killing Debbie. We can 

explain Ethan's hatred of the Indians as a response to the deadly raid that killed his 

relatives, but what precisely is it that disturbs him about Debbie, the woman in cap

tivity? In his eyes, Debbie has adopted an Indian style of living and seems to enjoy 

it. As a white woman who has been transformed into the wife of an Indian chief, she 

has access to pleasure that is denied him - to a form of enjoyment embodied in the 

idea of the Indians as figures of excessive wildness. 

In using the term "enjoyment" here I am relying on a definition of it 

inspired by Slavoj Zizek. He shows to what extent the concept can be used to under

stand the underlying fantasy of racial hatred. Generally, a given community clings 

to a way of life that is considered to be "their" specific way, inaccessible to those 

who do not belong to the community. This "way of life," however, is not something 

graspable; a community is defined by the belief among its members that there is a 

"way of life" which is unique to them. Paradoxically, this belief is materialized in a 

set of social practices, and this strange nonexistent "substance" is then called enjoy

ment (Zizek, Tarrying 202). Because the "substance" cannot be possessed, enjoy

ment is identified as, by definition, a form of excess or surplus.8 Moreover, Zizek 

goes on to argue, we tend to impute to the other an excessive enjoyment: the other 

wants to steal our enjoyment (by ruining our way of life) and/or the other has access 

to some secret enjoyment, inaccessible to us (203). Hence, the other is doubly ter

rifying: s/he menaces "our" specific way of life and has habits and attitudes which 

are beyond "our" reach. This double terror provokes the twin reactions of repulsion 

and fascination for the other. On the one hand, whites are intrigued by Indians for 

their distinctly different and inaccessible way of life. On the other, the ungraspabi-

lity of the Indian way of life is reason for whites to see them as a threatening force. 

In the eyes of Ethan, the white woman-turned-Comanche Debbie shares the 

other's excessive enjoyment: she lives among a "wild" tribe that is in harmony with 

wild nature. Ethan wants to murder her for her surplus-enjoyment, for what is "in 

her more than her" now that she lives as a Comanche-woman. This surplus-enjoy-
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ment is inaccessible to Ethan as a white man. Near the end of the film, Ethan again 

has an opportunity to murder Debbie. Aided by a group of Texas Rangers the two 

searchers attack Scar's camp. After Ethan scalps Scar in his own lodge, he catches 

Debbie. To Martin's surprise, who is pursuing them while shouting "No, Ethan, 

no," Ethan lifts Debbie up, puts her in his own arms and says: "Let's go home, 

Debbie." 

The Searchers does not offer a clear clue explaining Ethan's change of heart. 

A psychoanalytic approach, however, can be of help in understanding the "take-

Debbie-home" scene. The Comanche chief whom Ethan scalped was defined by him 

as an Indian of excessive wildness based on the many scalps he wore as trophies. 

After Scar is killed by Martin, Ethan cuts off the headman's scalp. By this act, Ethan 

repeats a gesture which many whites perceive to be an Indian one par excellence 

and seems to grasp the "substance" of the other's enjoyment. Paradoxically, 

however, access to one form of enjoyment is always paid for by the loss of another 

form of enjoyment. As soon as Ethan captures the scalp as trophy, the scalp 

dissolves into a random object, without particular "substance." The substance of 

enjoyment is so curious, however, because the moment one approaches it, the sub

stance turns out to be a "mirage retroactively invoked by the surplus" (Zizek, Tarrying 

36). Ethan's confusion about the "dissolution" of this "substance" can be 

transcribed as follows: "I have attained my enemy's scalp, the presumed goal of my 

desire, and therefore I should be limitlessly satisfied, but I only wonder whether 

this is It ' ." The violent act of scalping does not produce enjoyment on Ethan's part, 

since its "substance" is no more than an empty form without positive content, and 

hence, constitutively inaccessible. 

Since enjoyment is only a surplus that fades into nothingness as soon as one 

captures it, it cannot be defined in positive terms. But the pursuit of the 

"substance" of enjoyment does have an (unintended) effect on the subject. Instead 

of being a trophy symbolizing his victory, the scalp becomes a signifier of Ethan's 

aggressiveness towards the other whom he, in fact, has become in imitating the 

most stereotypical habit whites attribute to Indians. While an Indian usually takes a 

scalp from his own victim, however, Ethan himself did not defeat the Comanche 

chief. If scalping is an act that stereotypically defines Indians as bad savages, Ethan 

acts even worse: he scalps another man's victim. By means of this excessively 

violent act, Ethan has shown that he is "more like Comanche than Comanches." He 

encounters within himself the other enjoyment that he had presumed horrific: the 

other is the other within himself. This encounter brings about his paralysis, since it 

confronts Ethan with his own lack of plenitude, that is, his lack-in-being. Let me 

quote Zizek for support of this reading: 
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What are fantasies about the [other's] special, excessive enjoyment 

. . . if not precisely so many ways, for us to organize our own enjoyment? 

Do we not find enjoyment precisely in fantasizing about the [other's] 

enjoyment, in this ambivalent attitude toward it? . . . [T]he fascinating 

image of the [other] gives a body to our own innermost split, to what 

is "in us more than ourselves" and thus prevents us from achieving 

full identity with ourselves. (Tarrying 206) 

The white man's attitude is split between repulsion towards and fascination with the 

other. After his excessively wild act of scalping Scar, Ethan fully encounters his own 

ambivalence, that is, the other within, which prevents him from achieving full iden

tity with himself. This results in his blankness; he is too empty to act. As I 

concluded in chapter five, a blank male subject can only overcome his (temporary) 

aphanisis when he receives a supportive, fetishistic look. We can now understand 

why Ethan proposes to take Debbie "home." The scene is witnessed by Martin who 

takes great pains to stop Ethan from killing Debbie. It seems as if Martin's resistant 

look prevents him from acting. Under the circumstances, killing his niece would 

have been an outrageous act of pure villainy. 

In the final episode of The Searchers everything returns more or less to nor

mal for Ethan, as the formal repetition of the film's opening suggests. Riding ahead 

of a small group of horsemen, Ethan is again a small dot against the wide open 

space, now being watched by the Jorgensens, their daughter Laurie and Mose 

Harper (Hank Worden) from the porch of their home. Returning Debbie "home" 

alive, Ethan is met with supportive looks. The family welcomes him with a serene 

silence consisting of a mixture of surprise and admiration. The Jorgensens and 

Mose are prepared to "see" him with their imagination anew as the hero who is 

responsible for Debbie's safe homecoming. He can be seen in the role as hero 

because his attendants - Martin among them - allow him to ride ahead. The sup

portive looks of the Jorgensens invest Ethan once more with the sense of heroic 

"being" that was lost when he "went native." 

The Searchers ends with a paradox. Ethan asked Debbie to come "home," but 

the final shot makes clear that the word "home" has no clear content for a 

wandering loner like Ethan. Whereas everyone crosses the threshold of the 

Jorgensen's house, we see him framed in a long shot in the doorway against the 

wide open space. He stands in an awkward position, holding his left elbow with his 

right hand. Walking away a while later, he suggests that he remains in limbo 

between "home" and the rough open spaces. On the one hand, this in-between posi

tion correlates to a conventional construction of masculinity, since the hero in 

westerns is characterized as oscillating between wilderness and civilization. On the 
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other hand, Ethan's in-between position is symptomatic of The Searchers' status as a 

problematic western. Ethan both hates the Comanches and discovers that he is 

"more like Comanche than Comanches." He vacillates between the white man's 

obsessive intolerance toward the other and excessive imitation of the other. Unable 

to solve this oscillation and therefore, unable to completely free himself from his 

ambivalence toward the other within himself, he is condemned to wander in no 

man's land. 

We can now note a clear distinction between Mailer's "The White Negro" and 

Ford's The Searchers. In his essay, Mailer enriched the identity of the white male 

hipster at the expense of the black man by appropriating the fashionable (projected) 

"Negro" identity. In the western film, Ethan aimed to satisfy his lustful revenge and 

to articulate his heroism via Scar's dead body. By his act of scalping the headman, 

however, he proved himself "more Indian than the Indians." In adopting the 

unlikeable, for too wild, characteristics of Indians, he (temporarily) encounters a 

loss of his white self. 

The Impossibility of Becoming a Noble Savage: Run of the Arrow 

White men's hatred of Indians' excessive enjoyment (and ultimately of their own 

enjoyment) was the driving force behind Ethan and Martin's years of searching in 

Ford's film. In Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow (1957), the confrontation between 

white and red is addressed from a completely different angle. Not hatred is at stake 

in this western, but a white man's exotic admiration for Indians. In Fuller's "white 

man among the Indians"-western, however, the encounter between the two races is 

as strongly distorted as in The Searchers. Fuller's film reveals the consequences of 

white men's "good" interracial intentions. I will linger over the conditions which 

ensure that such good intentions are no guarantee of idyllic companionship. 

Reading Run of the Arrow and The Searchers as complementary films, the two 

westerns will help me to understand more completely the historical conditions that 

underlay heroic white masculine outlawry in these failed encounters with the 

Indian and their relation to Mailer's psychic interracial wedding between white and 

black. 

Fuller's western begins with the surrender of the South ending the Civil 

War. Frustrated by the peace treaty, the white infantryman O'Meara (Rod Steiger) 

expresses his discontent with civilization. He wants to be an outsider ("I am a rebel 

because I want to be"), and decides to go to the Far West, since the "savages have 

more pride than us." The concept of a savage's "pride" is derived from the century-

old myth of the "noble savage." As Zizek writes in a footnote, the noble savage can 

be conceived of as a primitive other, a subject supposed not to know (Enjoy 62). The 

Indian here plays the role of the ignorant other, noble because s/he lives in a world 

not yet spoiled by corrupt civilization. Moreover, Indians' nobility depends on the 
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fact that they are presumed not to see the corruption of white civilization, so that 

they still can offer white men a supportive look. 

O'Meara is so disillusioned with the new order after the surrender of the 

South that he yearns for the "nobility" of the "savages." He tells the old army scout 

Walking Coyote (Jay C. Flippen) that he really wants to become one of the Sioux. 

With the scout's help, O'Meara quickly learns some of the tribe's customs. But 

when, while reading a track, he tells Walking Coyote that he cannot see any Indians, 

the scout responds: "When you can't see them, they are looking at you." 

This paradoxical phrase recalls Lacan's distinction between "eye" or "look" 

and the "gaze" in Seminar XI (chapter 6 to 9). The eye/look designates the point 

from where "I" (as a particular subject) see, whereas the pre-existence of the gaze 

indicates that "I" am looked at from all sides (Lacan, FFCP 72). The gaze constructs 

our visual field: everything we see is caught up in a network of meanings we 

inherit from the gaze, which itself is outside our field of vision (Bryson 92). As 

Silverman makes clear, our look can never approximate the gaze (Male Subjectivity 

130), which is foreclosed from the subject (152). The gaze is merely an imaginary 

apparatus through which light is projected onto the subject (145). By "lightning up" 

and "photo-graphing" (Lacan, FFCP 106} the visual field, this field becomes part of 

the network of meanings. Only on this condition can "I" see: an arrow is only an 

"arrow" when "I" attribute this specific signifier to it. 

Our look is always distorted, because our visual field is always riven by 

chains of signifiers. Because of our lack-in-being, we can never look at an object 

from a direct and unmediated viewpoint. An object is too much burdened with 

meaning. The look, therefore belongs to the symbolic order, in contrast to the gaze 

which is outside the symbolic order. Within the context of the gaze as "inscription 

of Otherness in the field of vision" (Silverman, Threshold 56), Walking Coyote's 

phrase - "When you can't see them, they are looking at you" - becomes significant. 

Walking Coyote sees how O'Meara is caught by surprise from behind because the 

white man failed to notice the Sioux. Both the old army scout and the former 

infantryman have to surrender to the group of young warriors. Their surrender 

illustrates Walking Coyote's teachings. A white man is always subjected to Indians' 

field of vision. Before he observes the bodies of Indians their eyes have already 

pierced him. Although a white man cannot see the Sioux, the Indians see him. 

O'Meara's vision is necessarily limited. Within a Lacanian paradigm, the 

subject is positioned at the site of the "picture" (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 147). 

The white man does not possess the gaze but is subjected to it: he is always-already 

seen. The Indians, by contrast, are all-seeing. Walking Coyote's phrase implies that 

what is "in a Sioux more than Sioux" is the alignment between eye/look and gaze. 

This alignment might suggest mastery if not for a crucial restriction. Indians only 

see perfectly within the wide open spaces, their own territory and home ground. The 
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gaze is attributed to Indians with the limitation that they see nothing at all within 

"civilization," predominantly the terrain of whites. 

After Walking Coyote and O'Meara are bound by the young Indians, the old 

army scout knows that their fate is sealed. He challenges the Indians to try the "run 

of the arrow" on them. This run is a barefoot race against a group of chasing Sioux 

that is virtually impossible to win. The two prisoners face a forced choice. Either 

they will be tortured to death or they must participate in a game that holds only the 

slimmest theoretical promise of escape. In practice, they will die either way. 

Walking Coyote's physical condition is so terrible that he in fact does die during the 

run. But O'Meara is the first in living memory to survive the race with the help of 

Yellow Moccasin (Sarita Montiel), who hides him from the Sioux warriors. He is 

then accepted as a member of the tribe by chief Blue Buffalo (Charles Bronson). In 

a conversation with the chief, O'Meara says he considers his heart and nation Sioux. 

He himself regards it as ultimate proof of his acceptance that some time later the 

Sioux appoint him as their scout. Commissioned by the Sioux, O'Meara will accom

pany white soldiers to a place within Sioux territory where the soldiers can build 

a fort. 

Events take an unexpected turn when his former war enemy lieutenant 

Driscoll (Ralph Meeker) commands the designated area be changed. While the sol

diers are building the fort, O'Meara shows up with a white flag as the 

representative of the Sioux. He attempts to negotiate with Driscoll and his men and 

warns them of an Indian attack. O'Meara tells them that the Sioux have already 

assembled for battle. Driscoll is not impressed since his look-out says that there are 

no Indians within sight - to which O'Meara responds: "When you can't see them, 

you are looking at them." 

This quotation, a slight variation upon Walking Coyote's phrase, can once 

again be read as employing the Lacanian distinction between look and gaze. 

O'Meara's words highlight the blurred vision of the white man, to whom the Indian 

appears as a stain in the picture, impossible to see. Since the white soldiers are 

trapped within the symbolic, they are only situated at the site of the look, not of the 

gaze. They cannot plainly see what there is to see. Driscoll refuses to take the 

limitations of vision to heart and ignores O'Meara's negotiation. The Sioux then in 

fact attack, and a heated battle results. O'Meara himself has been knocked down 

onto the ground, while an American soldier lies over him. When O'Meara rises, still 

a bit dizzy, we see a subjective shot, internally focalized by the main protagonist. 

The camera swings unsteadily and produces blurry contours. At the very moment 

that the Sioux prove their physical superiority over the whites, O'Meara's view is as 

limited as that of any ordinary white man. He thought himself a Sioux but he is not 

endowed with the gaze. He cannot see clearly how the action evolves; his vision 
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becomes completely clouded. If the gaze is what is "in the Sioux more than a Sioux," 

then O'Meara lacks the surplus that is supposed to define an Indian. 

The subjective shot already anticipates the ending of the film. The Sioux have 

made Driscoll their captive and want to skin the lieutenant alive. While chief Blue 

Buffalo's face is without expression, O'Meara looks distressed, then shoots Driscoll 

in the head in order to save him from further torture. According to Yellow 

Moccasin, O'Meara's premature execution of Driscoll reveals what the Sioux them

selves already knew: he is not a Sioux for he was not born one. O'Meara could 

delude himself that he was an Indian insofar as the Sioux fitted into the white frame 

of the "noble savage." The Sioux in turn encompass this frame, however, by proving 

both their physical superiority in battle and their sadistic brutality towards 

prisoners. O'Meara's vision is blurred during the fight, as is visualized by the sub

jective shot that shows only vague contours of the battle. He cannot see how the 

Sioux defeat the white solders. When lieutenant Driscoll is cruelly tortured, 

O'Meara cannot bear to watch in contrast to the Indians themselves. After he has 

shot Driscoll, Yellow Moccasin remarks that O'Meara no longer addresses the Sioux 

as "we" but as "they." O'Meara acknowledges the difference, and returns to the tribe 

of "stars and stripes." 

In Run of the Arrow, the white hero is ultimately incapable of "seeing 

differently" (Silverman, Threshold 227). That is, he is both literally and figuratively 

unable to see the Sioux when they do not conform to his presupposed idea about 

"noble savages." The distance delineated between Indians and the white hero by the 

blurred subjective shot is eventually discovered by O'Meara as well. Realizing that 

he cannot bridge this distance, he cannot see the Sioux differently, he leaves. Just 

then, the words "The end of this story can only be written by you" are printed on the 

screen in large red letters. These final words of the film can be regarded as an 

appeal to the spectator to see differently. O'Meara could not bridge the distance 

separating white and Indian but you, spectator, should give it a try. 

Despite their obvious differences, The Searchers and Run of the Arrow are 

similar in constructing whiteness as an obstacle to a "genuine" encounter with the 

Indian. In The Searchers, racial difference is conceived as an unbridgeable gap 

between white man and red other. The Comanches are initially feared as total 

others. The white man's imagination about Indian savagery, however, is but a step 

to his own excessive imitation of the perceived Indian habit of scalping. In this vio

lent act, Ethan meets the Indian as his internally repressed "other." In Ford's west

ern, whiteness does not delineate difference but signifies excessive resemblance. 

Fuller's Run of the Arrow can be read in tandem with Ford's western, 

because it reveals the other side of the coin. The white infantryman O'Meara 

initially labored under the delusion that his rebellious impulse equaled the Indians' 

nature. Racial difference was regarded by O'Meara as a gap between white and red 
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that seemed easy to bridge. As a white man he only had to shake off his civilized 

upbringing and to adopt the habits of the noble savages, subjects presumed 

ignorant regarding the corruption of civilization. Run of the. Arrow demonstrates that 

the Indians, subjects assumed to lack adequate knowledge and insight, were not 

fooled; rather, the white man fooled himself. Out of courtesy toward him, the Sioux 

gave him the benefit of the doubt. They tolerated him as a white man who believed 

himself to be a Sioux. In this western, whiteness initially appears to function as a 

blank page, able to be manipulated at will. Since the white hero acts as if he lacks a 

fixed identity, he seems able to assimilate himself with the racial other. Despite the 

good intentions of the white hero and Indians to meet each other on common 

ground, however, they fully realize that their racial differences are too much bur

dened with history. Whiteness turns out to be an obstacle for a "genuine" en

counter with the Indian, since the histories of white and red are embedded in rela

tions of power. O'Meara thought he could impose the already fixed imagery of noble 

savagery upon the Sioux, but he was blind to that which escapes the fixity of any 

stereotyped image. 

In Run of the. Arrow, whiteness is a signifier for the impossibility of becoming 

an Indian. In The Searchers, whiteness is a signifier for the fear of overtaking the 

Indian. The encounter between white and non-white is in both westerns 

constitutively marked by failure, caught in a deadlock. The white man identifies 

with the other either too much (in The Searchers) or not enough (in Run of the 

Arrow). 

Absolute versus Almost-Complete Other 

"The White Negro" and the two fifties western films have a common denominator. 

They articulate white male outlawry in a period ruled by the standard of white-col

lar domesticity. Correspondingly, they all propagate non-conformity at a time when 

a conformist attitude is historically prescribed. The differences between Mailer's 

text and the westerns are more telling, however. Already in its title, "The White 

Negro" promises a fruitful encounter between white and black, in which white and 

black catch up with each other. Mailer's ambitious account of the hipster is 

thwarted by a blind spot: he bypasses the problem that his marriage proposal is a 

form of appropriating fashionable (projected) "Negro" identity. By contrast, in the 

two western films whiteness itself is exposed as an insurmountable psychic obsta

cle for an encounter between white and Indian. I will argue that the issue of a sup

posed balance (in Mailer's essay) versus an exposed imbalance (in westerns) is inter

woven with the white man's choice of racial other. It does matter after all whether a 

black man or an Indian man functions as the white man's inverted image of other

ness because of the different histories in which black and Indian are embedded. 

The figure of the black man is rooted in a long history of being overpowered, 
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fully played out in colonial practices (Africa) and the politics of slavery (America). 

For many generations, white Americans have seen black people in ways that legiti

mize this politics. To them, blacks belong to an imported race from the "heart of 

darkness." Their origin from the so-called dark continent has contributed to an 

emphasis on the "fixity" of the black man's image as the embodiment of "rampant 

sexuality" (Bhabha, "Other Question" 328). In its turn, this stereotype justified 

blacks' position as (house)slaves: to make the black man the "most obedient" (328) 

of all people was an appropriate way for whites to keep the assumed dirtiness of 

sexuality in control. Hence, the schism within the white attitude towards the black 

man transforms into a vicious circled he has to be subordinated to counter his sup

posed sexual prowess, whereas his low social position contributes to the story of 

sexuality's repression in Western culture. 

In his essay, Mailer refers to, indeed parasites, the image of the "Negro's" 

sexuality and cultivates its assumed filth to scare off white conformists. Apart from 

his intention to create a white counter-culture, his essay reflects the pronounced 

invisibility ofthat which most basically, anatomically, defines a white man as a man: 

his sexual organ. As the Afro-Caribbean critic Frantz Fanon forcefully states, in con

trast to the invisibility of the white man's penis, the black man is defined and fixed 

by the image of his organ: "The Negro . . . is a penis" (170). An anonymous greeting 

card described by Kobena Mercer elaborates the way this fixity is sustained. 

Although Mercer discusses the greeting card within a specifically gay cultural con

text of the eighties in which it was exchanged and circulated, I want to recall the 

card for the way it invokes stereotypes of black sexuality. The greeting card depicts 

a black man in a business suit that has clearly visible creases around his crotch. The 

caption alongside the photo says: "Everything you ever heard about black men . . ." 

When unfolding the card the black man's large-sized penis is revealed with the text: 

"is TRUE!" (Mercer, "Skin" 194-95, ellipsis in original). 

The greeting card emphasizes how the black man is maneuvered into a sta

ble identity position via penile references. In his essay, Mailer profits from this sta

bility. In his descriptions of the "Negro" he aligns himself with the black man. 

Telling about the celebrated other as his role model, Mailer incorporates his own 

sexuality into the story of white male identity without actually displaying his sexu

ality. The black man does the job of providing him with a powerful penile, and thus 

masculine, image. But Mailer does not merge completely with the black man; he is 

only a "white Negro" after all. In contrast to the black man who is pinned down into 

a specific subject position, Mailer's whiteness saves him from fixity. Unlike the 

black man, the white writer is not associated exclusively with sexuality but also with 

its displacement or repression which can manifest itself in the form of ("high") cul

ture. Applied to Mailer, the greeting card's text might resonate in a slightly rewrit

ten version: "Everything you ever heard about white men . . . may not be true!" 
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More than an apparent weakness, such instability may turn out to be the 

"ideological strength" of white men (DiPiero, "White Men" 133). In "The White 

Negro" white masculinity is constructed as the soul mate to the black man's sexu

ality but without the latter's fixity. The white man can benefit from his unstable 

identity; though he appropriates the desired characteristics of the other, he can easi

ly distance himself from the black man when needed. Unlike the "Negro" who is 

willy-nilly committed to the stereotype of sexuality by virtue of his skin color, the 

hipster can take up as well as abandon his négritude at will. In other words, the 

white rebel can release himself from the "dirty" stain of (black) sexuality as it suits 

him. If the white rebel can unproblematically shed the black man's heritage, it is not 

because sexuality in itself is no problem for the white man but because the fixity of 

the stereotype of black sexuality is not his concern. Should he need to, the white 

man can hide in invisibility whereas the black man is always-already present within 

the white imagination in the form of a synecdoche, namely his penis. For the latter, 

there is no escape route. For the white man, however, his self-constructed align

ment with high culture prevents him from being determined by the mere image of 

(black) sexuality. 

The case is somewhat different when the Indian functions as the other of the 

white American man. Imported from Africa to work as slaves, black people were 

"total others" from the perspective of Americans. The Indians, on the contrary, have 

always shared a certain sameness with white Americans. Consequently, I would 

label them "almost-complete others." After the birth of the United States in 1776, 

white pioneers emphasized a number of similarities to the natives in order to dis

sociate themselves from Europeans and to articulate their American-ness (Lemaire 

215-16). During the nineteenth century Indians came to occupy the status of neigh

bor-other to Americans. Those white Americans living near the frontier predomi

nantly considered Indians a direct threat and distinct enemy. By means of both 

treaties and military force white Euro-Americans robbed the Indians of their home 

ground, euphemistically legitimized as the "progress of civilization." 

Since their military threat has been neutralized, Indians no longer embody 

the present but only the present-ness of the past. They always were racial others but 

now they have also been historically othered since their native soil has been 

appropriated by white Americans. Here we touch upon a fundamental difference 

between blacks and Indians within the context of white American masculinity. 

Whereas blacks will always remain an imported other, perceived by white 

Americans as involuntarily "invading" their culture, Indians are valued more 

positively thanks to their status as vanishing compatriots. 

An encounter between whites and Indians as they once were is always-

already evaded, barred by temporal distance. This distance increases white 

Americans' fascination with what Indians are fantasized as being: kind and noble 
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primitives. Their pacification is accompanied by a nostalgia for "the last of. . ." and 

evokes compassion with them as brutalized victims of white American aggression. 

As vanishing red Americans, they sustain white imaginings of what is presumed to 

be typical of Indians. Next to bruteness they also embody the spirit of communality 

(in contrast to whites' competitive individualism). Their vanishing is 

commensurate with attempts to capture their "Indian-ness" - including, as O'Meara 

fantasized in Run of the Arrow pride, nobility, and communality - now conceived as 

regrettably lost qualities that once characterized American identity. In this respect, 

these qualities constitute the reverse side of the split, white American identity - the 

repressed content that always returns. 

Unlike a black and white encounter, a search for the Indian is always a way 

of "going native" for the white American man. Fuller's Run of the Arrow provides a 

pregnant example. O'Meara goes West because he believes the Indians have 

preserved what (Southern) Americans have sacrificed in the Civil War, that is, their 

pride. Hence, he hopes to meet the Indians as the very embodiments of unyielding 

warriorship. The Indians are still too much of an other and O'Meara cannot become 

like them. Contrary to his expectations, O'Meara does not share enough similarities 

with the Indians to appropriate their assets. The strategy in The Searchers is 

different. During the act of scalping, the white man imitates stereotypes of the 

other's savagery. In taking the scalp of another man's victim, however, he trans

gresses the (presumed) Indian habit: the white hero goes too far and risks 

overtaking the other. At this point, he confronts the Indian as his own internal 

other, which can be paraphrased as: "I am more like him than I had expected to be." 

The white American can never completely expel the Indian within him. Ford's film 

is of interest because it testifies to this unfinished expulsion. 

Conclusion 

The Indian has not been discussed as Indian but as a stand-in for a non-white other. 

By examining the encounter between white and Indian I wondered what westerns 

had to say, not about the Indian but about constructions of whiteness within con

texts of contemporary racial debates. The interracial encounter is constitutively 

marked by a distance. This gap is impossible to bridge in both John Ford's The 

Searchers and Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow. The hero identifies too much with 

the other as presumed savage or he cannot identify enough with the Indian's sup

posed nobility. 

By exploring these failed encounters between white and red, these films can 

be seen as commenting on the rebellious interracial marriage in Norman Mailer's 

"The White Negro." Like the two western films, Mailer's essay articulates a white 

masculine maladjustment to social norms. The essay emphasizes white male 

outlawry by not only celebrating but also parasiting black men's (stereotyped) sexu-
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ality: the association generates the trope of the "white Negro." The two western 

films, by contrast, lay bare the impossibility of becoming a "white Indian." Mailer 

might have learned from these two fifties westerns that the concept of the "white 

Negro" could easily become enmeshed in either excessive or insufficient imitation 

of the other. For Mailer, there are no specific conditions separating him from black 

men: there is a difference in skin color but this does not function as a barrier to 

cross-fertilization between black and white. The two westerns point out that a white 

man cannot go native under all and any conditions. A white man is always-already 

stained by the culture from which he originates. The white heroes come to this 

insight via the Indians who are more connected to their home ground than the 

whites are. 

In Ford's and Fuller's western films the Indians symbolize the limit or stum

bling block to a model of constructing white masculinity via completely assimilating 

the other. In contrast to Mailer's "Negro," an outsider within American culture, 

rooted in a tradition of slavery, Indians can fulfil the role of limit because their 

presence confronts white Americans with the frailty of notions like native and 

"original" cultural identity. With the vanishing of the red/native American, a kernel 

of what makes white Americans "Americans" is lost forever. The presence of 

Indians works as a reminder of this unreachable kernel, since to Americans Indians 

are others who are, to quote an expression by Homi Bhabha, "almost total but not 

quite" ("Of Mimicry" 132). 



part three chapter eight 159 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Hippie Appeal of the "Indian" 

In his published lecture "'1968': Periodizing Politics and Identity," Kobena Mercer 

presents a brief inquiry into historical redefinitions of white American identity 

based on its (perceived) differences with black identity. He distinguishes two over

lapping ruptures. The first shift occurs around 1956 and lasts for ten years. Norman 

Mailer's text "The White Negro" is exemplary of this "break." Instead of constituting 

white and non-white as oppositional identities, the literary bohemian appropriates 

black signs as iconic elements (Mercer, "1968" 432) in an attempt to assimilate dif

ference (434). His "wedding" with the black man, above all, serves his project of 

developing an intellectual counterculture. Mailer's mode of appropriating the 

fashionableness of a projected "Negro" identity functions to articulate his own 

"antagonism to the square society of postwar consensus" (445). 

Mercer links the second rupture to three specific historical and political 

shifts between 1964 and 1968. The most important one was the process of "coming 

to voice" by the black community with a "dialectical flux of slogans such as Black is 

Beautiful and Black Power" (433). Second, on the basis of perceived similarities with 

black oppression, women and gay movements annexed black civil rights slogans and 

promoted feminist sisterhood and gay pride. The third event Mercer mentions is the 

way French writer fean Genet was adopted in May 1968 by the radical black com

munity, after he was smuggled over the Canadian border by members of the Black 

Panther Party. Rather than acting out imitative fantasies (as Mailer did), Genet par

ticipated as an equal member of this community (434). Racial difference and ine

quality were not overcome in the mid-sixties but American blacks did claim a sub

ject-position of their own. According to Mercer, Genet sustained this claim. In their 

company, the French writer acted as "merely an other amongst others" (434). Genet 

did not participate in the black community in order to enrich his own identity. He 

did not stand out as an "I" above the blacks; rather, his "I" evaporated within the 

group. 

According to Mercer, the rupture that took place in the sixties was the shift 

from Mailer's self-fashioning via the black man as other towards Genet's 

positioning in dialogue with the black other. In chapter seven I pointed out that it 

is practically impossible to speak of a direct parallel in white American men's 

attitudes towards blacks and Indians. Nevertheless I want to suggest, by way of a 

discussion of Thomas Berger's novel Little Big Man (1964), how the shift in the six

ties described by Mercer reverberates within the genre of the western. Berger's 

novel functions not only as a historical variation upon the westerns discussed in 

chapter seven, but it also has serious repercussions for the construction of white 
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heroism. Little Big Man, described by Max Schulz as a "comic apocalypse" (66), is 

outstanding for its unconventional story-telling. As a consequence of this 

story-telling, white male identity is not so much constructed at the expense of the 

Indian other but at its own expense. 

Oscillating between Whites and Cheyennes: Little Big Man 

Little Big Man, a narrative spanning the momentous decades from 1852 to 1876, has 

an "epical sweep" (Schulz 72). The book is set in the period which witnessed the 

construction of the transcontinental railroad, the Santa Fe Trail, the silver strike in 

the Rocky Mountains, the boom growth of Denver, the near extinction of the buffa

lo, and ongoing heavy battles between white cavalry men and Indians. The novel's 

climax is the Battle of the Little Bighorn, America's most renowned military defeat 

by Indians, a defeat that, paradoxically, would come to mark the end of the Indian 

menace (Schulz 72-73). The novel states that it has been reported that every white 

man who participated at Little Bighorn died during the fight. A man named Jack 

Crabb claims to be its sole survivor, however, and the novel describes his eye-wit

ness account of pre-eminent events on the American frontier leading up to the 

battle. 

The novel is unconventional as a western due to the way it tells the story. 

First, it has an extensive narrative frame. Being nursed in the psychiatric ward of a 

state hospital, aged i n , Jack Crabb narrates his biography from the age of ten to 

thirty-four. Crabb's recollection is written down, as the foreword clarifies, by Ralph 

Fielding Snell, a "Man of Letters" (Berger ix). Snell, in turn, wrote the frontiers

man's life story ten years after the death of the book's protagonist, because the edi

tor himself suffered a nervous breakdown that interrupted the book's completion. 

In an epilogue, Snell discusses the possible unreliability of Crabb's account. The 

writer declares that although the narrator's account is accurate in terms of names, 

dates, and places, Crabb's name itself is missing from every index and dossier 

related to the events he narrates. Correspondingly, Snell concludes that Crabb is 

"either the most neglected hero in the history of this country or a liar of insane 

proportions" (Berger 422). 

Second, the internal narrator disqualifies himself as hero because of his role 

as story-teller. Little Big Man is a variation on the generic convention that a hero 

does not tell his own deeds. Usually, the hero's actions are witnessed and subse

quently told by other characters. In other words, the narrative of masculinity needs 

a "third." Jack Crabb claims that he was a "frontiersman, Indian scout, gunfighter, 

buffalo hunter, adopted Cheyenne" (Berger ix) but there is no other character to ver

ify his claim. Hence, the story of his heroism is not to be taken at its word. In fact, 

the internal narrator himself already alludes to the questionable nature of his hero

ism. Crabb constantly survives dangerous situations either by accident or thanks to 
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smart but cheap tricks. During his gunfighter phase he is challenged by the 

renowned gunman Wild Bill Hickok. Crabb is sure to lose if he obeys the unwritten 

rules of the straightforward showdown. Since there is no witness to the incident, he 

resorts to blinding his opponent by using his mirror-ring to reflect the sun into 

Hickok eyes (296-99). He makes a proper showdown impossible and gets away with 

cheating. 

The consistent use of first person narration encourages Crabb to constantly 

reflect on his position. Born as a white man, he is raised by Cheyenne Indians from 

the age often and in subsequent years he occasionally moves between the white and 

Indian communities. During this period he is as much insider as outsider in both 

cultures. Among whites, "[I] kept telling myself I was basically an Indian, just as 

when among Indians I kept seeing how I was really white to the core" (136). This 

self-reflexive quotation portrays Crabb as an in-between figure: he is neither com

pletely white nor Indian. He realizes that he does not represent the best of both 

worlds, but that he is always and everywhere accepted because he is a bit out of 

joint. Since he is not enmeshed within a specific culture, he implies that he sees 

both whites and Indians from a distance. 

This distance seems to provide internal narrator Crabb with a broader, more 

insightful perspective. In his story Crabb indicates how quite average, as well as 

neurotic, men are mistaken for "bigger than life" Wild West celebrities and how 

whites' racial stereotypes obscure historical fact and insight. Wild Bill Hickok has a 

reputation as a famous killer but he owes his name to the fact that he simply guns 

down any suspect type, often without warning (272-75). The well-known general 

George A. Custer, posthumously considered a coward by the Indians because they 

read his baldness as signifying a fear of scalping (411), is an example of an influen

tial white man duped by stereotypes about Indians. Whereas Crabb gives valuable 

and appropriate advice, Custer is only amused by the words of the "frontier eccen

tric" (375). The general appoints Crabb as official jester to his cavalry, since he con

siders Crabb's clues idiotic, by definition. The general has his own ideas about 

fighting the Indians but his strategy ends in complete disaster. His whole cavalry is 

massacred except for Crabb who is saved by one of his Cheyenne acquaintances. 

Just before dying Custer admits his failure to Crabb. He confesses that he had relied 

upon the "beautiful romance" between white frontiersman and the "noble red man," 

described in Cooper's Leatherstocking Tales (394). 

Custer's excessive reliance on textual sources is here a case of faulty judg

ment. The general realizes that he has always seen the Indians from the wrong per

spective. But as narrator Crabb makes clear he is not the only one. Crabb notes that 

Indians were "right useful in them days for explaining every type of flop" (184): for 

most whites they function as excuses for all kinds of (personal) failures. In the case 

of misfortunes and blunders, whites blame Indians. 
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Crabb's acquaintanceship with the Cheyennes might seem to make him a 

privileged observer but the Cheyenne peace chief Old Lodge Skins makes clear what 

price he has to pay for this position. Old Lodge Skins is Crabb's most important 

teacher in life, and they consider their relation one of grandfather and grandson. 

Their "family" bond has been particularly close since the day Crabb saved Younger 

Bear's life. Crabb rescued the young Cheyenne by shooting a hostile Indian from an 

enemy tribe in the back, conventionally an act of cowardice (66). Unaware of the 

specifics, the Cheyennes take the murder to be a deed of courage. As token of 

respect Old Lodge Skins grants Crabb the title of "Little Big Man." At the end of the 

novel, while in conversation with the Cheyenne peace chief, Crabb addresses him

self by his own honorary nickname: 

"So with me, Little Big Man -" I realized my error as soon as I said it. 

"Ah," says Old Lodge Skins, "a person should never speak his own 

name. A devil might steal it, leaving the poor person nameless." (417) 

By calling himself "Little Big Man" Crabb appears to have chosen sides. Oscillating 

between white and Indian cultures, he apparently prefers the Cheyennes after the 

battle at Little Bighorn. Old Lodge Skins warns him about speaking his Cheyenne 

name, however: "you might lose your title." This warning confronts Crabb with a 

deadlock. Born as a white man he can only express his Indian affinity via a speech 

act, which may run like this: "I am Little Big Man, a title I received from the 

Cheyennes." Old Lodge Skins points out the impossibility of this particular speech 

act, since it is either destroyed by a devil or interrupted by him as a teacher. The old 

Chief warns Little Big Man that as soon as he names himself, he loses his position 

as a man in-between two cultures. It is impossible for the white Crabb to adopt a 

position as "I" within the Indian culture. The moment he becomes an "I" or a "white 

Indian," by speaking his Cheyenne name, he will immediately vanish as an "I." 

Hence, his most positive option is to become an "other among others."1 

In Little Big Man, the white man "disappears" among the Indians as distinct 

(he is white after all) but not outstanding (since he may not speak his Indian name). 

Disappearance here means merging with a group of outcasts (relative to Euro-

American society) who practice non-linear life-affirming meditations. According to 

Old Lodge Skins, Cheyennes - who refer to themselves as Human Beings - believe 

that everything is alive instead of dead (203) and unlike whites, Indians do not live 

in straight lines and squares but in circles (416). In the American sixties, when the 

increasingly pressing forces of modernization created a longing for those things 

perceived to counter the evils and errors of Western modernity, such meditations 

triggered a white hippie idealization of Indians as communal and nature loving 

tribes.2 If, as Fiedler notes, Indians return in the American imagination of the six-
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ties, they primarily function as carriers of a "back to basics" philosophy of freedom 

and spontaneity. This philosophy was perceived by hippies as a "happier 

alternative" (Lenihan 155) to the "dull monotony of a cookie-cutter corporate identi

ty" (Kimmel 264) in America's managed economy of the sixties. 

There is a striking difference separating the hippie fascination with the 

Indian in the sixties from the rebel's alignment with the Indian as a reaction to 

white conformity in the fifties. This is where I believe Mercer's documentation of a 

shift in white/non-white relations, described above, resonates within the genre of 

the western. In the "white man among the Indian"-western Run of the Arrow from 

the fifties, the hero thought he was like the Sioux but he finally was forced to admit 

his unbridgeable difference from them and to leave the tribe. He was disappointed 

that it was impossible for a white man to rediscover his identity among the Indians. 

In Berger's novel Little Big Man from the mid-sixties, the internal narrator 

also realizes his difference from the Cheyennes but it is precisely this insight that 

enables him to live among them. The price Crabb has to pay for being "Little Big 

Man" is to vanish as an "I" among the Indians. This vanishing is to be taken quite 

literally in two ways. First, his name does not appear in any historical record 

although he partook in many extensively documented events at the frontier. Second, 

due to the internal narrator's death, his recollection of his life story ends at just the 

moment when he has come to understand that there is a way to live as a white man 

among Indians, namely by accepting that he cannot be a "white Indian." 

In Mailer's "The White Negro," white subjectivity is constituted via the self-

enriching principle of "I am both white and cool/hip as blacks." In Run of the Arrow, 

the construction of white male identity as "both/and" is exposed as being grounded 

on an illusion. In little Big Man, dis-illusionment is turned into a benefit. Being "an 

other among others" becomes Crabb's way of life. This is a way of life that not so 

much gives shape to the hippie ideal of participating within a loving community cir

cle of outcasts,3 but also requires political identification with a race that is dying, as 

history books teach us, after its greatest victory. The paradoxical tragedy of the 

Battle of the Little Bighorn is that this supreme moment of Indian power courts 

their disaster. Similarly, it is just in the process of telling his own story that Crabb 

gains his subjectivity, but also, in accordance with generic conventions, loses his 

masculine identity as a white Indian. The Indians gave him the name "Little Big 

Man," but he himself is not allowed to speak his name. Crabb is prevented from 

using his association with the Cheyennes to enrich his "I" at their expense. This 

limitation prevents him from ever truly becoming a white Cheyenne. Accepting this 

restriction, he is adopted within the Cheyenne community, ultimately making 

Crabb a Human Being with attitude.4 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Rewriting German Identities as Blood Brotherhoods 

One's cultural identity is generally constructed by silhouetting it against a 

contrastive screen. An attempt at reading the other culture works to redraw the con

tours of the culture of the observer. In the words of Ernst van Alphen, "alterity is a 

code which helps identity to become meaningful" ("Other" 3). Since the European 

discovery of the American continent in 1492, Indians have functioned in their dis

tant location as others par excellence of Europeans (Lemaire 213). Because of this sta

tus as complete others, American Indians played a central role in defining European 

identities throughout the centuries. Scholars examining European encounters with 

the New World frequently emphasize that Indians were consistently observed and 

interpreted on the basis of European interests and ideas (244). On the one hand, 

America's alterity is reduced to images and forms that are familiar to Europeans. In 

describing Indians as wild primitives, for example, Europeans assumed that native 

Americans represented the lowest level of civilization as they knew it. Europeans 

correspondingly believed it their task to domesticate and educate the "barbaric" 

Indians, thereby sustaining colonialist attitudes and activities (Mason 47). Peter 

Mason describes this process as the Europeanization of Amerindia (60): the other 

becomes a projection from within the self. 

On the other hand, American Indians' alterity was used as a projection 

screen to delineate Europe's own forms of domestic otherness. Discussing 

late-eighteenth-century pre-Revolutionary French fascination with the Indian as a 

"noble savage," Ton Lemaire offers an excellent example of the way the Indian was 

used as an ideological tool for specific European interests. In this period, the notion 

of Indians as noble savages was activated not in order to elevate the Indian but to 

emphasize the "barbarity" of contemporary French nobility. The idea of the noble 

savage served as an effective polemical form of social criticism in class-ridden 

French society (173-74). This process, in which a pre-Revolutionary, anti-aristocratic 

French identity is constituted by assimilating the Amerindian other, could be 

termed the Indianization of France. 

In this chapter I will be preoccupied with a case which can be understood as 

part of the Indianization of Europe. This Indianization is the "inevitable corollary" 

to the Europeanization of America (Mason 8). I will first examine how the appeal of 

the American Indian as noble savage functions in the case of Winnetou I, a tremen

dously popular German western novel from 1892. Winnetou I is the best known title 

out of a series of widely read novels by Karl May (1842-1912), centering on the close 

companionship between a German man and an Apache chief. The series is 

published in the decades before and after the turn-of-the-century.1 Secondly, I will 
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suggest how the popularity of the screen version of Winnetou (Harald Reinl, 1963) 

relates to German identity in the postwar period. 

The Transparency of Indians in Karl May's Winnetou 

The approximately thirty-five novels by May on the American West contain an 

obvious violation of a western generic convention. In May's series, there is the con

ventionally untenable narrative structure of a first person narrator who initially is 

considered a novice but turns out to be a hero. This narrator, Old Shatterhand, owes 

his nickname to the fact that he can knock down a man with a single blow of his 

clenched fist (May 32). I will first suggest how the impossible position of the first 

person narrator in May's novels constitutes a trick. Then I will claim that part of the 

popularity of the Winnetou series resides in the way May's novels create the illusion 

of a perfect match between white (European) frontiersman and noble Apache war

rior. I will discuss this close interracial pairing in the context of the fin de siècle 

European ambivalence towards its own progress as a civilization. 

May's books, chronicling the adventures of and friendship between the 

internal narrator Old Shatterhand and the Mescalero Apache Winnetou, were wide

ly read pulp fiction at the end of the nineteenth century. They continued to be fair

ly popular during the two wars Germany fought in the twentieth century. Soldiers 

in the field hospitals of World War I were fond of May's work, and in 1944 the first 

three Winnetou volumes appeared as war-front publications (Geyer 15). Even Hitler 

was a votary of May's novels from the time of his youth in Austria through the war 

years (Frayling 105). 

There are three possible reasons why the Winnetou series may have attracted 

so many and such diverse readers over the past century.2 First, like the works of the 

most popular American writers of westerns, Zane Grey and Louis L'Amour, the 

books are action-packed and contain many exciting adventures. In a key-work such 

as Winnetou I, there are battles by Old Shatterhand with animals (buffalo, mustang, 

and grizzly bear). He also beats the bad Kiowa Indian Metan-akva with a knife, and 

the Kiowa chief Tangua with a pistol. He saves the good Apache Winnetou and his 

father Intschu-tschuna from captivity and as a test he has to swim across a river 

without being killed by tomahawk thrown directly and forcefully at him. 

Second, while the internal narrator is repeatedly referred to as a greenhorn, 

there is a humorous twist. Despite his inexperience with the customs of the West, 

he is extremely skilled and clever. Narration by a novice is not an uncommon 

device in (traditional) westerns. Except for several chapters with external narration, 

Wister's The Virginian is dominated by the first person narration of a tenderfoot 

who is constantly surprised by the hero's cleverness. In May's novel, however, the 

tenderfoot-narrator, who has gained wisdom from reading books about the West, 

appears to be smarter and braver than his friendly tutor Sam Hawkens, a 
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self-acclaimed and highly experienced woodsman. 

A repetitive joke in Winnetou I concerns Sam's unjustified skepticism 

regarding the sometimes unorthodox methods employed by the "greenhorn" with 

the "warrior's name" of Old Shatterhand.3 Time and again Sam is forced to admit 

that the newcomer amazes him; he insists nonetheless that Old Shatterhand is a 

greenhorn through and through. Sam repeatedly tells his "pupil" that the reason he 

survives difficult circumstances is because "reckless people are often the luckiest" 

(189). Old Shatterhand secretly overhears a conversation at the beginning of the 

novel, however, in which Sam reveals that he only displays a critical attitude towards 

him in order to prevent Old Shatterhand from becoming "conceited" (48). The fact 

that Sam continues to act patronizingly towards Old Shatterhand and to label him 

an "incorrigible greenhorn" does not offend the hero-narrator therefore. It becomes 

a structuring gimmick. 

The fact that a "greenhorn" who turns out to be a hero functions as the 

internal narrator produces a comic effect. While the other characters can barely fol

low Old Shatterhand's unorthodox moves or are ignorant of his plans, the reader 

understands his invariably smart tactics. In his attempt to free Winnetou and his 

father Intschu-tschuna after they have been captured by Kiowas, Old Shatterhand 

acts contrary both to an agreement he makes with Sam and to the western custom 

of not unnecessarily jeopardizing the prisoners' lives. Since he is not discovered by 

the Kiowas guarding their Apache captives, however, his risky attempt is successful. 

Tightly bound to a tree, the two Apaches also do not observe their liberator, who 

approaches from behind. As he severs the ropes holding them, Old Shatterhand cuts 

off a "thin strand" of Winnetou's "magnificent, heavy hair" in order to be able to 

prove later that he was the one who released Winnetou and his father (165). The nar

rator then describes the hubbub and wailing caused by the disappearance of the two 

Apaches while he simultaneously pretends innocence (167-68). If the scene had 

been focalized by another character (Winnetou, Sam, or one of the Kiowa guards) 

the reader would only have shared their surprise or the excitement. Since the scene 

is narrated by Old Shatterhand, the reader has "the clue to this mysterious event" 

(169). Only later is the trick revealed to Winnetou when Old Shatterhand presents 

the lock of hair as evidence for his immediate sympathy with the Apaches (242). 

In addition to creating a comic effect, the device of making the all-knowing 

greenhorn-hero the narrator has another consequence, as becomes clear in 

comparison with Schaefer's novel Shane (discussed in chapter two). In Schaefer's 

novel, the narrative point of view rests with the boy Bob Starrett. He knows nothing 

about the strange man but he has unconditional faith in him: the boy is both 

fascinated and overwhelmed by Shane. Since the hero himself is the internal 

narrator in May's novel, Old Shatterhand's extreme self-confidence in his own 

actions and judgments is foregrounded in Winnetou I. The internal narrator's self-
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assured attitude may have inadvertently contributed to the critical debunking of 

May's adventurous western novels, since it results in simplified and quite 

stereotypical representations of the hero's objects of focalization: his "experienced" 

side-kick Sam, the white villains and, last but not least, the Indians. 

Although the stereotyped representations of Indians are tremendously 

flawed by critics,4 this hackneyed imagery can be mentioned as a third possible 

point of attraction for readers. In May's books, the Indians are "rendered virtually 

transparent" (Greenblatt viii): they are a reflection of how they are treated. In 

Winnetou I, the Kiowas are the bad Indians. When Old Shatterhand meets their 

chief Tangua, he notices that the Kiowa has "severe, grim features and a pair of eyes 

like a beast. His looks were anything but reassuring and expressed an undisguised 

desire to rob and fight" (131). And indeed, he behaves like a nasty and brutish fellow 

throughout the novel. Old Shatterhand describes the Kiowas as robber bands, and 

adds to this that there is no need to ask how they had become what they were (118). 

In his book on the European imagination of America, Ray Allan Billington 

indicates that Indians in European westerns are represented as bad due to their 

brutalizing contacts with whites on the outer frontiers (107-08). Indians are not bad 

by nature. On the contrary, they have been led astray by greedy white grubbers, 

yearning for the "deadly dust," that is, gold (54). In other words, Indians are 

potentially trustworthy and noble but the treacherous behavior of white frontiers

men has made them suspicious and hostile. 

The source of Indians' suspicion towards whites is in fact revealed in the 

first meeting which Old Shatterhand has with the Apaches - the good Indians.5 The 

narrator, a member of a railroad surveying team, is the only one to immediately 

recognize the noble characters of Intschu-tschuna and above all of his son 

Winnetou.6 Due to the aggressiveness of another white man named Rattler (a thug 

hired to protect the surveyors), however, whites and Indians part in animosity. 

Rattler, a drunk and nasty colleague of Old Shatterhand, aims his gun at Winnetou 

but instead kills a man named Klekih-petra, who protects the young Apache by 

throwing himself in the line of fire. Angered by the death of Klekih-petra, a crippled 

teacher and missionary from Germany who lived for decades among Winnetou's 

tribe, the Mescalero Apaches declare all white men their enemy. 

When Old Shatterhand and three of his companions are taken captive, the 

Apaches promise to torture them to death unless Old Shatterhand survives an 

extremely severe test, a virtually impossible task. Much to the Apaches' amazement, 

he succeeds in crossing a river without being struck by Intschu-tschuna's 

tomahawk. In addition to surviving the test he convinces the Apaches of his good 

faith in two other ways. He shows his generosity by sparing Intschu-tschuna's life 

when he has an opportunity to kill the Apache headman and he reveals himself as 

the anonymous rescuer by revealing the lock of hair he cut from Winnetou's head 
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when he freed him. From this moment onwards, Winnetou and Old Shatterhand 

cement their friendship. They become blood brothers for life by drinking some 

drops of each other's blood. After this ceremony, they consider themselves "like a 

soul with two bodies" (276). 

Representations of Indians in May's novel differ from those of conventional 

white heroes. Western heroes become what they already are. Indians in Winnetou I, 

on the contrary, become what will be made of them. They are molded according to 

the ways whites engage with them. They are ambiguously represented in an 

"either/or" way. Indians are honorable unless white villains invest them with evil. 

They are dangerous and suspicious unless a good white succeeds in gaining their 

trust. In this sense, the Indian in May's novel is an "empty signifier" (Maltby 36) of 

either brute or noble wildness, and, therefore, perfectly malleable. 

The scene which bears witness to the malleability of the Indian is the scene 

in which Winnetou and Old Shatterhand cement their blood brotherhood. To the 

Indian the white man's bravery and the glory of his deeds prove that Old 

Shatterhand is reliable and he is welcomed as a soul mate. At first sight, the confir

mative act of mutual friendship may suggest interracial equality, but I will claim 

that this suggestion of harmony is only a happy fantasy. Out in the American wil

derness, Old Shatterhand finds the Indian in himself, since he appears to be 

endowed with specific Apache qualities. In turn, as Frayling has argued, the Apache 

warrior Winnetou is Europeanized throughout the series. His profile is described as 

Roman, he usually talks in High German, and he possesses a mind for taste and cul

ture, as evidenced by his knowledge of Longfellow's famous poem "Hiawatha" 

(Frayling 111-12). While Winnetou requests that Old Shatterhand not talk to him 

about religious belief, though "the belief of the whites may be the true one" (May 

280), the Apache is gradually converted to Christianity. When Winnetou dies at the 

end of Winnetou III, his last words are that he is a "Christian." Whereas Old 

Shatterhand's "Indianization" shows that he is capable of appropriating Apache 

skills, Winnetou's internalization of "civilized" virtues illustrates that these virtues 

are the "real thing." Rather than constituting perfect harmony and an equal 

encounter, the Indian-white camaraderie arguably serves predominantly to enrich 

and further the interests of white civilization. 

A reading of Winnetou I within the cultural-historical context of fin de siècle 

Europe further supports the argument that the blood brotherhood of Winnetou and 

Old Shatterhand privileges white identity. The end of the nineteenth century in 

Europe was the period of the "mature industrial society" (Stearns 179): the rise of 

giant corporations, mass production, and the spread of urbanism. The spirit of this 

age of technological progress was characterized by ambivalence and uncertainty 

(Sendlinger 65).7 While people tried to adjust themselves to the innovations and 

changes within their industrialized society, the fin de siècle was also pervaded by a 
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"go[ing] to the dogs" feeling that the progress of European civilization was being 

slowed, or even brought to a halt (Teich and Porter i). The period was dominated by 

European male "prospects of a coming apocalypse" (Showalter, Daughters xviii). 

These dark visions of a "crisis in civilization" (Pykett 2) were given an outlet in fin 

de siècle thoughts and writings classed under the labels of "decadence" and 

"degeneracy" f4).8 

The more Europeans began to fear that the age of progress was coming to an 

end in the 1890s, the more modern civilization itself was referred to as a "patholo

gical condition - a sickness, immanent and pervasive" (Greenslade 39). According to 

the notion of the "over-refinement" of civilization (46), the forward march of 

European society was perceived to be going too quickly and too far. Angela 

Sendlinger describes the climate in Germany as the search for a counterweight to 

the euphoria of progress (64). Such anxiety made it conceivable that civilization 

could turn into its opposite and "revert to barbarism and savagery" (Brantlinger 

186). The patterns of "going native described by imperialist romancers" (186) can be 

considered one of the ways European ambivalence towards its own civilization was 

expressed. Spatial journeys in fin de siècle novels like H. Rider Haggard's King 

Solomon's Mines, H.G. Wells' The Island of Dr. Moreau or Joseph Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness can be seen as "yearning for escape from a confining society . . . to a 

mythologized place elsewhere" (Showalter, "Apocalyptic" 70). 

The popularity of the "going native"-tales of Karl May's Winnetou series can 

be regarded as a counterbalance to the apocalyptic fear of an excessive march of civi

lization. From a European perspective, Indians had an invaluable advantage as miti-

gators, even nullifiers of this fear. In their guise as "good barbarians" living in the 

wilderness, they might be fantasized as subjects who could ignore the possible col

lapse of civilization. This implied that Indians could shut their eyes to the traces of 

degeneration in civilized men. They did not judge a white man according to the 

standards of civilization, but they were imagined to take whites at face-value: a man 

is good when he proves himself strong and courageous, qualities considered 

natural. 

The white man's pacifying pact with the Apache is not staged for Indian eyes. 

The bond is not meant to hold up a mirror to Indians in which they see how well 

they can get along with whites. The mutual friendship is staged for the eyes of 

Europeans who foresee the apocalypse of civilization as an effect of its too quick 

progress. For Europeans, the price for the rapid forward march of civilization was 

the loss of a "pure" innocence that the Indians were presumed to have retained. On 

the basis of the Apaches' approval of Old Shatterhand, however, an image is con

structed in which Europeans can appear likeable to themselves, members of a 

nature-loving community that is not affected by the possible degeneration brought 

about by technical progress. Hence, the Indians provide Europeans with the possi-
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bility of a time loop: via them Europeans can travel back to a yet unspoiled future 

which holds the middle ground between the evils of both barbarity and civilization. 

In order to reinvent this middle ground, Indians have to be imagined as 

figures of transparency who become what whites make of them. Initially, the 

Apaches are suspicious of and hostile towards whites, but later the Indians are 

pacified and turn into "noble savages." In May's novel, the Apaches are represented 

as malleable others, who give back to the white man the image he projects onto 

them. In gaining Winnetou's trust Old Shatterhand shows that he himself is not too 

civilized (the Apaches recognize his wildness), but neither is he too barbarous (they 

recognize him as a good white). It is irrelevant to the narrative whether the Apaches 

have a will of their own. Their relevance is to take a good look at the German green

horn and to "see" him anew. In the unexplored, exotic wilderness Old Shatterhand 

meets with a benign reception from the Apaches. Their supportive looks constitute 

the greenhorn's identity as a white Apache, an identity suggesting to fin de siècle 

readers in Europe that their culture was not as "over-refined" and "decadent" as they 

had feared. 

So far, I described Winnetou's mythologized wildness as a backward projec

tion of European civilization, whose idyll is about to crack. This does not yet explain, 

however, why Hitler, the foremost ideologue of German racial and cultural purity, 

was so charmed by May's narrative of interracial brotherhood. Hitler may have liked 

May's books because the representations of the Apaches are in stark contrast to 

Hitler's perception of Jews, the target of genocide in Nazi Germany. In his eyes, the 

Jews "were a parasite race which exploited the labour of the people among whom 

they settled." One of their most effective tools was "financial capital," for in Hitler's 

anti-Semitic conception, Jews were intent on internationalizing economies and 

bringing them under their control (Burrin 27). He obsessively feared that the Jews 

would use their capitalistic power to "destroy Germany and even to exterminate her 

population" (31). 

Hitler despised the Jews because he believed in a diabolic plot. According to 

him, the Jews were cunningly spoiling the smooth workings of civilization in their 

attempt to accumulate financial power. His anti-Semitism was based on the idea 

that Jews did not simply integrate into Western societies, but that they infiltrated 

European civilization in order to rise up against its order. In contrast to the Jews 

who were fully enmeshed within civilization, the Apaches in May's novels may have 

been perceived by Hitler as model racial others. The Indians always remained on the 

other side of the frontier. While they were far away in location, it was precisely this 

distance that made the German imagination of an intimate bonding between white 

and Indian possible. When Old Shatterhand survives a physically exhausting test 

and spares the headman's life, the German is unconditionally initiated as blood 

brother because the Apaches believe he possesses courage and a good character. The 
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Apaches have the ability to recognize a good German when they see one. Whereas 

Hitler views Jews as dangerously deceptive, the Apaches in the Winnetou series are 

represented as fully transparent and ideally naive. The Apaches are perfectly malle

able figures, whose confidence can be gained as soon as a man proves his brave 

heart. 

Exorcising the Past in Harald Reinl's Winnetou 

The interest in Karl May received a new peak in the years between 1962 and 1966 

when a cycle of screen-versions of May's novels was made by Germans in co-pro

duction with Yugoslavians, French, and/or Italians. The second film of the cycle, 

Harald Reinl's Winnetou, (loosely) based on May's Winnetou I, even became the 

most successful film in 1963-64 in Germany (Ueding 658). Because of their popu

larity the films were dubbed into English and distributed in many countries.9 A re-

enactment of a close white-Indian friendship in films from the sixties can be 

related to the way many Germans of the postwar generation are reluctant to remem

ber their past. 

Like May's novel, Reinl's Winnetou has a series of very lively action 

sequences, woven together around the blood brotherhood between Old Shatterhand 

(Lex Barker) and Winnetou (Pierre Brice).10 An important contrast between the 

novel and the film is the difference in narrative form. In the novel, Old Shatterhand 

is the narrator who acts, witnesses, or eavesdrops. In the film, there is no internal 

narration, but only a non-identified voice-over in the beginning. I will return to this 

difference in narrative mediation, since it is central to pinpointing what I consider 

the greatest divergence between the novel and film, that is, a difference in context. 

May's novels were written at the end of the nineteenth century in the era of 

the "mature industrial society" permeated with the fear that the idyll of civilization 

was collapsing. The revival of the Karl May novels in the form of screen-versions in 

the early sixties can hardly be correlated to this fear of a downfall in civilized struc

tures. By contrast, after the devastation caused by World War II, restoration of 

destroyed places and of the country's social economy dominated life in the fifties in 

Germany. After a successful decade of reconstruction, Germany was by the sixties a 

relatively well-to-do country with a promising future ahead. An implicit, because 

largely evaded, problem of the postwar generation began to be explicitly addressed 

in critical German films from 1968 onwards that interrogated the legacy of the 

country's past, stained by the dark period of Nazism. These films retroactively 

examine the difficulty postwar Germans have in articulating their cultural identity 

in terms of history. I will adopt the retrospective lens of the self-reflexive generation 

to discuss Reinl's Winnetou as a film that owes its popularity to the possibility it 

offers its German public to evade questions of their "German-ness." 
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The first serious impulse to cope with the past was initiated in the mid-six
ties by a generation that was too young during the War to have partaken in it. This 
"counter-move" generation accused their parents of collective guilt for committing 
or not resisting war crimes, and was responsible for a creative outburst of film
making, extensively documented by Thomas Elsaesser in his New German Cinema. 

In the films of the so-called Neue Deutsche Welle, (sexual) identity politics and histo
ry are explicitly linked with each other. The films of the prominent director Rainer 
Werner Fassbinder (born 1945) constituted both a reference and an antagonistic 
reaction to the popular cinema of the 1950s: escapist homeland ("Heimat") films, 
nostalgic war films and costume epics (Kaes 18). The 1950s cinema was a marker of 
"forgetful" Germany (Elsaesser, Fassbinder's 130) in which any query about the "fate
ful past" (Kaes 18) was avoided. This cinema fit in with a more general tendency, if 
not strategy, to take "one's mind off the recent past and the burden it presented for 
the present" (Elsaesser, Fassbinder's 14). Even the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem in 
1961 (leading to his execution the next year) and the Auschwitz concentration camp 
trial of Frankfurt in 1963 did not provoke a "fundamental soul-searching" (175). 
Against this background of resisting explicit acknowledgments of guilt and active 
engagement with the past, the Karl May film-series became popular. I contend that 
their commercial success in the early sixties can be regarded as a displacement of 
Germans' accountability for their history. 

Reinl's film Winnetou opens with an Indian horse-rider in the mountains. A 

voice-over says: 

What sounds incredible today was a century ago a bitter, cruel reality. 
This was the era of the last desperate attempt of the Indian to hold his 
own against the white man. Pushing further and further West came 
the hardy pioneers, following them were the adventurers, bandits, 
desperados. The Mescalero Apaches were friendly towards the white 
man but their doom was inevitable, for they had what invaders craved: 
land and gold. 

The voice-over evokes sympathy for the vanishing American Indian and blames 
gold-digging white men for his tragic fate. What evolves after this introductory com
ment, however, is the story of a white (Ger)man who is an exception to the rule. Old 
Shatterhand is not hungry for the "deadly dust" and he values the Apaches' friend
liness. Old Shatterhand is even rewarded and honored as Winnetou's blood brother 
after a life-and-death test. This (too) Utopian companionship with a racial other can 
be explained within the German context of the early 1960s. 

I already mentioned how the Indians are represented as transparent in May's 

novels, and in the films this notion is confirmed. Initially the Apaches are suspi 
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cious, but when they are convinced of the white man's good intentions a blood 

brotherhood is immediately cemented as an expression of total faith. To the 

Apaches, Old Shatterhand's courage and strength in action is sufficient proof of his 

reliability. The Indian Winnetou is an ideal companion for the white man, since he 

is prepared to cast off prejudices. Winnetou is painfully aware of the possible 

treachery of white men, but he is able to revise his opinion and to display a frank 

attitude towards a white stranger of German descent. His change of mind 

demonstrates that he judges a man by character and not by the burden of race, 

nationality, or history. In this respect, Winnetou's attitude differs significantly from 

the attitude most non-German citizens assume towards Germans in the postwar 

period. Since it is generally accepted that the Germans were to blame for the out

break of the War, they are constantly confronted with the mark of history. As a con

sequence, as Ernst van Alphen has put it, postwar Germans "suffer from an excess 

of identity" ("Other" 13). By contrast, the Apaches in Reinl's Winnetou allow a white 

(Ger)man to abandon his overdetermined identity and to find the "Indian" in him

self. 

If, as I claim, the point of Reinl's western is to offer its viewers a fantasy to 

escape the burden of history, why then does the film explicitly introduce a histori

cal frame to its representation of the novel? Reinl's screen-version of May's novel 

about a man's adventures in a faraway country has a nineteenth-century setting. 

This setting, the American West in the 1860s, appears a land of savagery: "What 

sounds incredible today was a century ago a bitter, cruel reality." Significantly, when 

the voice-over states that America's former savagery appears "incredible" today, the 

film explicitly introduces a contemporary European perspective.11 

Particularly in postwar Germany, America was greatly respected. Ralph 

Willett has documented the extent to which many Germans were positively oriented 

towards America in the postwar period. By 1963, West Germany had become "the 

most American country outside America" (Heinz Abosch, qtd. in Willett 109). 

Willett suggests that notions which were identified with America, such as liberty, 

freedom, and consumer democracy, were at the heart of the Americanization of 

Germany. These notions can be considered directly opposed to the ways Nazi 

Germans structured their society. Hence, "Americanization was one aspect of the 

amnesiac impulse, . . . one means of blotting out the years of the Nazi regime" 

(Willett 127). 

I want to take up Willett's idea of an "amnesiac impulse" and relate it to 

America's success in (re)writing history. The "bitter, cruel reality" of the 1860s, 

which the voice-over in Reinl's film mentions, refers to the violence done by white 

Americans to the native inhabitants, resulting in the near extermination of Indians. 

Instead of confessing their guilt and confronting their genocidal past, white 

Americans have tended to erase traces of the "bitter, cruel reality," not only during 
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the decades of battle, but also after the closure of the frontier. In the twentieth cen
tury, the western has been one of the constitutive modes of rewriting America's 
past. The majority of westerns in which Indians play a part remind their readers and 
viewers of the violence perpetrated against Native Americans, but these westerns 
generally imply that white men have legitimate reasons for fighting Indians. In 
most westerns, Indians are represented as aggressive warriors, ignoring the "cruel 
reality" that white men attacked them first, encroaching upon their territory. In 
these westerns, white Americans have successfully covered over their savage past of 
Indian killing. In rewriting their past as a justified battle, they provoke an "amne
siac impulse" towards their own violent history. 

If the western has the potential to rewrite white American historical identity 
at will, then this potential might also explain the German eagerness to appropriate 
the genre. That is, the western may have appealed to Germans in the early sixties as 
a blueprint for (re)writing their own history. Westerns can be seen as vehicles that 
helped Americans to legitimize their barbarous past as a necessary process towards 
a free and democratic future. In the German focus on America in the postwar 
period, a yearning can be detected to make "historical" films that have a similarly 
manipulative effect in the German social and historical context as westerns had 
within an American context. My reading of the western as a model that Germans 
wanted to copy in rewriting their historical identity from "Nazi barbarians" to 
"democratic citizens" may explain the popularity of a film like Reinl's Winnetou. 

This does not yet explain why the American West is used as a setting for interracial 
blood brotherhood. This, as I will argue below, derives from the fact that the story 
of harmony between a German frontiersman and an Apache can be seen as an 
expression of Germans' sense of aggrievement. 

Americans have not only rewritten their violence against Indians as justified 
battles, but many Indian-westerns are also populated with good outlaws whose faith
ful companion and side-kick is an Indian (e.g. the Lone Ranger and Tonto).12 Reinl's 
film Winnetou, like May's novel, combines interracial hostility and companionship. 
Initially, the encounter between white and red fails, due to Rattler's deadly violence 
and the Apaches' consequent suspicion of all whites. After Old Shatterhand has 
proven his brave heart to the Indians, they accept him as Winnetou's blood brother. 
Their dramatic change of attitude presents the Indians as pliable, constantly willing 
to adjust themselves to the behavior of the whites around them. The Apaches judge 
a white man according to his individual nature without blaming him for the wrongs 
done to them by other whites. 

Postwar Germans might like to project such a conciliatory attitude upon (the 
descendants of) their own victims. They, however, were being constantly confronted 
by former enemies who forcefully reminded them of their historical guilt. Not 
knowing how to deal with the legacy of the past, the Germans may have hoped that 
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their enemies displayed an attitude of "forgiving and forgetting" the violence of 

bygone years. On the basis of a film such as Winnetou that shows Indians as respon

sive to white behavior, Germans could imagine that Americans had successfully 

colored their past to their own advantage. Correspondingly, postwar Germans might 

like to rewrite their history with (the descendants of) war victims who would be as 

pliable as the Apaches in Winnetou are presumed to be. Germans who came of age 

in the sixties, by contrast, decried what they perceived to be a displacement of the 

burden of guilt. With filmmakers at the forefront, they took a critical stance towards 

representations of the past and the constitution of postwar German identity.'3 

Conclusion 

In Karl May's novel Winnetou I, the Indians are represented as transparent. After an 

initial hostility, they become Old Shatterhand's - the white man's - best friend. 

Nevertheless, the apparently harmonious encounter that is suggested by the blood 

brotherhood is missed, since the close bond between white and Apache is only 

staged for European eyes. The Indian functions to construct an image in which 

Europeans can see that they have not lost the Indian in themselves as a compensa

tion for the fear that their own fin de siècle society has become over-civilized. 

Like May's novel, Reinl's screen-version of 1963 is structured around the 

scene of the blood brotherhood. Unlike the novel, the film takes the form of his

torical fiction via a voice-over text, which suggests that the formerly savage America 

has become a prosperous and civilized country. By presenting Winnetou as histori

cal fiction, the status of the western as a genre that rewrites America's past in a way 

that favors whites is evoked. In this respect, the western genre can be regarded by 

postwar Germans as helping white Americans to repress their past. The popularity 

of Winnetou in postwar Germany can be seen as an expression geared to manipulat

ing history similar to Americans' rewriting of the past. The effects are not the same, 

however. Whereas it was "incredible" to postwar Germans how Americans appeared 

to have repressed the dark side of their history so successfully, the legacy of the Nazi 

and the nagging guilt it provoked could barely be kept at bay in postwar Germany. 

The denial of guilt has been a major constituent of the construction of con

ventional masculinity in American westerns. Character-bound focalizers may sense 

that the cowboy is troubled by his past, as in the novel Shane, but any clues to psy

chic disturbance are hidden underneath the cowboy's tough appearance and cool 

facial expression. Symptomatic of the fact that the hero is regarded as a man who 

lives by the present is the absence of the hero's story-telling in the form of flash

backs. In a conventional western, only the past of the bad guy is recalled for his mis

demeanors function as a motor for the hero's revenge. Since bygone times are often 

linked to guilty deeds in the genre of the western, the cowboy is partly a good mas

culine hero because his own past is not debatable. Reading retroactively from the 
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critical perspective of the post-1968 generation, as I have done in my analysis of the 
popularity of Reinl's film, I can see the blood brotherhood as an interface between 
the postwar Germans' attitude of attempting not to confront the burden of their own 
history and the construction of masculinity in westerns. The blood brotherhood can 
be considered a testimony to the desire to forget a tradition of interracial hostility 
and to redeem the burden of guilt from the past. 
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PART FOUR 

ANTI-AMERICANIST 
MEDIATIONS 
"Must be getting near civilization." 
Cowboy (Clark Gable) to his brother (Cameron Mitchell) in Raoul Walsh' western film The Tall Men {1955) 

when they see a couple of corpses hung up a tree. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Callows-humor in European Westerns 

The tension in westerns between wilderness and civilization is perhaps best 

captured in lynching scenes. This tension is particularly well illustrated in Owen 

Wister's The Virginian during a discussion between big rancher Judge Henry, the 

hero's boss, and Molly Wood, the hero's future wife. Molly protests against the 

hanging of two horse-thieves ordered by the Judge, and executed by the Virginian 

and his aides. According to Molly, lynching is barbarous and defies law and order. 

The Judge responds that sentencing horse-thieves to death in fact constitutes a fun

damental assertion of law by self-governing men (249). He presents Molly with a cir

cular argument: ordinary citizens have elected delegates who are responsible for the 

Constitution and the courts. So, he reasons, when ordinary citizens lynch criminals 

they only reclaim the justice that they once gave away. In Judge Henry's opinion, 

justice returns to its origin, in the hands of ordinary men. In fact, hanging crimi

nals, he explains to Molly, enables their execution by the swiftest means and in the 

most quiet way. Correspondingly, he finds that the practice of hanging is "proof that 

Wyoming is determined to become civilized" (248). 

In The Virginian, Judge Henry's opinion about lynching as a product of and 

means to civilization prevails over Molly's presumption that hanging is an expres

sion of outrageous barbarity. As other westerns demonstrate, however, the 

"civilized" veneer of lynching can only be justified on the condition that the hanging 

procedure conforms to the scenario described, or rather prescribed, in The 

Virginian. According to the "model" scenario of lynching, there are unwritten, 

though precise rules for judge, hangman, and victim. 

The common verdict for cattle rustlers is the death penalty, handed down by 

either the duped rancher or, if he is present, the local sheriff. Farmers and citizens 

generally agree that cattle-thieves are a threat to the delicate balance within society. 

For them, the execution of the death-verdict fulfils a public duty. Attempting to 

understand the Virginian's role as just such an executioner, Molly tells herself that 

his only option was to hang the horse-thieves Steve and Ed, since he had to follow 

superior orders (271). She excuses the hangman's actions, since they comply with 

the widely accepted notion that "a man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." When 

hanging bad criminals, the hangman's formal duty is presumed to coincide with the 

"good of the community." The hangman remains esteemed insofar as he maintains 

this coincidence between execution and community duty. 

In addition to the executioner, the victim can also obtain respect from the 

witnesses to the hanging. He is still vilified for his criminal deeds but people's esti

mation of him dramatically increases when he dies bravely. The tenderfoot-narrator 
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in The Virginian is (of course) unfamiliar with this code. He feels pity for "poor" Ed 

who sits in dull silence, with dry lips (219). The morning of his execution, Ed is not 

able to eat or swallow coffee and the character-bound narrator's body turns cold out 

of empathy with the prisoner's (223). After the hanging, which the tenderfoot 

chooses not to attend, the Virginian speaks scornfully of Ed's cowardice. By 

contrast, the perfect bearing of Steve, the other thief, touched the Virginian's heart 

(227). The night before the hanging, Steve had chewed quietly and talked casually. 

The Virginian praises Steve for the "natural" way he responded to his immanent 

death: no dramatic behavior, no last words; he just told the boys good-bye (227). 

Steve's dignified acceptance of his fate made it all the easier for the executioner. The 

title hero of Wister's novel presents Steve's death as stylish. 

The Virginian, however, is also haunted by the spectre of Steve who had been 

his best friend. Before his death, the prisoner spoke in neighborly fashion with 

everyone excepting the Virginian, whom he ignored. Steve's taciturnity towards his 

former comrade could be seen as a silent protest. It could seem to imply, in parti

cular to the Virginian, that while Steve understands the necessity of men fulfilling 

their duty he cannot understand a man betraying his best friend. After the execu

tion, the Virginian is bewildered by Steve's attitude and he only regains his equili

brium after the tenderfoot-narrator finds a newspaper sheet on which Steve bids 

farewell to "Jeff," addressing the Virginian by his proper name (241). The prisoner's 

detached demeanor toward his friend and his relaxed pose among the other men 

reveal the primary requirement for enabling the hangman and victim to relate to 

each other. Only a professional distance enables friendly talk. As soon as their rela

tion is stained by (former) friendship, the victim cannot directly bid adieux. At best, 

he can produce a written good-bye. 

On the basis of The Virginian, I speculate a standard procedure and model 

scenario for hanging-scenes in westerns: the executioner has to fulfil his duty for 

the benefit of society under the supervision of a legal representative; the victim has 

to die without a dramatic emotional response, and the relation between hangman 

and victim requires professional distance. In many westerns, people do not always 

stick to this scenario. The role(s) of responsible judge and jury are the most fre

quently violated condition. Often, a group of citizens led by an inciting villain - the 

so-called lynch mob - plans to kill an as yet unconvicted suspect.1 A traditional hero 

will aim to restore the proper procedure in the name of providing the suspect with 

a "fair trial" in which the suspect is sentenced by competent authorities. 

I will now take this model scenario of hanging scenes as my starting point 

for arguing that in European westerns lynch law has a special appeal as the object 

of comic and parodie exploitation. Three types of humor will be distinguished via 

three different media: comic caricature in the comic strip Lucky Luke by the 

French/Belgian couple Goscinny-Morris; critical burlesque in the so-called spaghet-
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ti western films by the Italian Sergio Leone; and, in the next chapter, self-reflexive 

parody in a novel by the Dutch writer Louis Ferron. All these types of humor depend 

on the explicit misuse of a particular western style or convention. It is up to the 

reader to recognize this slippage: s/he has to see that a style or convention is 

imitated in order to be mocked and overplayed. This strategy, which can be 

regarded as the strategy of irony, implies that the reader signals difference at the 

heart of similarity. The Lucky Luke, series, the spaghetti films, and Ferron's novel all 

repeat conventions from American westerns but simultaneously stand at an ironic 

distance from them. In reading these various European westerns, I will examine the 

specificity of each ironic distance. In making a distinction between caricature, bur

lesque, and parody, I will argue that these types of humor constitute different 

degrees of anti-Americanism and thereby become meaningful as different articula

tions of postwar European identities. 

Distance and Over-investment in Lucky Luke 

The Lucky Luke series has existed for more than fifty years; the first comic strip 

about this cowboy appeared in 1947 in the magazine Robbedoes and the first comic 

book in 1949. While the character, invented by the Belgian comic artist Morris 

(pseudonym of Maurice de Bevere), has remained quite popular from its first 

appearance until the present day, devoted readers of Lucky Luke generally consider 

the phase between 1958 and 1967 the most interesting period.2 These years mark 

the first decade, of the two, during which the Frenchman René Goscinny wrote 

scripts for these comics and Morris limited himself to making the drawings. I will 

focus on frequently recurring elements in Lucky Luke, paying special attention to a 

few popular secondary characters: the Daltons, Billy the Kid, and Judge Roy Bean. 

The question at hand is: What is so typically European about Lucky Luke that it 

became a popular comic strips in above all the Low Countries and France, but not 

in America?3 In order to answer this question, I will discuss the humor in Lucky 

Luke, the stereotyped roles of secondary characters and the attitude of townspeople 

towards lynch law. 

Lucky Luke owes its humor predominantly to visual gags. No doubt its best 

known image is the one featured on many back covers: the tiny figure of Lucky 

Luke, always wearing a white hat, hits his shadow with a bullet while the shadow 

itself has not yet even pulled the trigger of his gun. This impossible gag of "the cow

boy who shoots faster than his own shadow" foreshadows how the hero is to be 

seen. He is a comic exaggeration of the invincible cowboy. Lucky Luke is the man 

with cool nerves who, for example in Jesse James (1971), continues to shave and sing 

when he is threatened with a gun, always to the utter despair of his opponent. The 

comic strip cowboy is a caricature of the white-hatted hero who is too good and too 

relaxed to be true, molded after the cliché of the clean-living American cowboy of 
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musical westerns. 

As a comic strip, Lucky Luke is grounded in the basic principle of humor, 

namely incongruity. One of the characteristics of humor is that it is created out of a 

conflict between what is expected and what actually occurs. In a traditional 

American western, internal focalizers are correct in regarding the cowboy's sturdy 

appearance as a prelude to the revelation of his masculine heroism. On the basis of 

his narrow and modest posture, Lucky Luke does not seem to embody the manly 

type, but appearances are deceptive in the comic strip. The humor of the strip series 

lies precisely in the gap between Lucky Luke's limited physical embodiment of mas

culinity and his greater than average skill as gunman. 

A repetitive joke in Lucky Luke is that a character who considers the title hero 

a push-over is duped and surprised by the hero's qualities as a (gun)fighter. The 

stranger who lays his eyes upon Lucky Luke is never impressed by this "spindle-

shanks." Judging him according to his size and muscles, no one ever begins to trem

ble when Lucky Luke appears. As a result of his modest appearance, Lucky Luke's 

fighting and shooting abilities as well as his shrewdness are always underestimated 

unless one knows his reputation. In De Bende van Joss Jamon (1958, Joss Jamon's 

Gang), the members of a gang are not aware of Lucky Luke's fame. They are all so 

eager to beat up this "bean-stick" that they decide to throw dice for it (9-10). The 

winner will have the privilege of doing the job. The game of dice produces anticipa

tory pleasure on the part of the (regular) reader, for s/he knows that the winner -

contrary to his own expectations - will have a rude awakening. In a traditional 

American western, the role of the internal focalizer is to mediate the belief in mas

culinity for the reader, but the (regular) reader of Lucky Luke, already informed 

about the protagonist's calmness and fearless attitude, is amused by the naivety of 

the internal focalizer. 

One component of the humor in Lucky Luke, then, is the clash between the 

strip cowboy's un-heroic appearance and his masculine capacities: his appearance is 

cause for underestimation. Another strand of humor in the comic strip derives from 

the fact that the appearances of most subordinate characters always reveal too much. 

Many of them seem to suffer from an exuberance of recognizability. A strapping fel

low with a baby face is a bruiser who uses thoughtless methods. Neatly dressed, 
c r a ggy gentlemen are professional gamblers, cigar-smoking fat men with a 

mustache or broad side-whiskers are cattle-ranchers, and thin figures in black coat-

tails who constantly calculate their profits are gravediggers. All of these characters 

explicitly dress and behave according to prescribed stereotypes based on their status 

or job. The stereotypical nature of these characters is emphasized in Morris' car-

toonish style of drawing. He does not attempt to make a quasi-"realistic" image, but 

applies the technique of omitting all but highly necessary details. The details he 

uses stand in the service of clarifying a character's nature. In Tenderfoot (1970) there 
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is a dark, smoking figure in the corner. His cigarette smoke takes the form of 

death's-heads hanging above his own head, immediately illustrating that this man 

is an untrustworthy rogue. 

Besides a caricatural over-investment in their roles, many subordinate char

acters also seem to respond to a self-assumed "duty" to fulfil their stereotyped roles. 

A good case is the colonel in Het 20ste Cavalerie (1965, The 20th Cavalry) who con

stantly demands discipline from his soldiers in a roaring voice and inflicts punish

ments for the most minimal offences. His "duty" is to have a strict sense of duty. 

This also applies to the Daltons, introduced as the four worst criminal-brothers ever 

and Lucky Luke's eternal enemies. These tremendously popular secondary charac

ters in Lucky Luke often keep wearing their striped prisoner outfits even after they 

have broken out of jail. The four brothers with angular chins seem to take their own 

costumes as markers of "how they really are." When the president has announced 

an act of pardon in De Daltons op Vrije Voeten (1964, The Daltons at Liberty), they 

even seem disappointed: their "duty" is to escape via a tunnel and not to be granted 

a free pardon. When the smallest Dalton brother is "accused" of doing a good deed 

in De Daltons Breken Uit ( i960, The Daltons Break Free) he becomes ferociously mad, 

since he is supposed to do bad things. 

The Daltons are constantly on the run but are time and again captured by 

Lucky Luke because their behavior corresponds too much with their appearance. 

When the cowboy is chasing the four, they always leave behind traces that betray 

their presence. In De Daltons Breken Uit they post wanted ads in order to stigmatize 

Lucky Luke as a criminal but they hang the posters at a height that corresponds with 

their own varying lengths. Their clues make it easy for the cowboy to follow their 

tracks. In this comic book, however, Lucky Luke is still caught by surprise. Rather 

than killing him, the Daltons decide to play a trick on him. Holding him at gun

point, they hire him as their motherly personal assistant. Lucky Luke behaves like a 

docile servant: he makes soup, mends their socks, and irons their clothes. It is 

Lucky Luke's trick to play this role perfectly until he wins their trust, escapes and 

captures the Daltons with the help of the cavalry that always arrives in time, a cliché 

from American westerns (as in Stagecoach), comically adopted in the Lucky Luke 

series. 

In the book Billy the Kid (1962) Lucky Luke makes similar use of tricky dis

guise. Billy the Kid is a very young, small kid who has completely identified with his 

widespread reputation as a notoriously bad boy. Every citizen begins to tremble just 

hearing the kid's name and Billy's wish is anyone's command. Lucky Luke is the 

one exception who does not dance to the kid's piping. He cannot arrest the boy, 

however, as long as every citizen refuses to bear witness against him. Lucky Luke's 

tactic is to transform himself into a desperado who is feared even more than Billy. 

The citizens have to choose between bad (Billy) and worse (Lucky). The kid, who 
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envies the cowboy for his superlative wickedness, is utterly insulted when the citi

zens ask him for protection. Lucky Luke then reveals himself and explains to the 

citizens why he behaved as he did. He meant no harm but wanted to teach them that 

fear is a bad basis for smart action and that courage can strengthen people. In short, 

Lucky Luke acted bad for the "good of the community." The townspeople cast off 

their fear and on the basis of their eye-witness accounts Billy is sentenced to prison 

for 1247 years. 

In Lucky Luke, Billy the Kid is only a nasty rascal, literally small and 

childlike. Without the least reserve he has over-invested in his own reputation. This 

over-investment has a humorous consequence in the comic book Het Escorte (1966, 

The Escort). When Billy arrives in a town where people do not know his name, he is 

paternalistically teased because of his small size. Since these people disturb Billy's 

illusion that he lives up to his fame, he is infuriated. The citizens interpret his rage 

as the reaction of a spoiled child. In the Lucky Luke series Billy the Kid is 

represented as a mere nobody, diminished in stature and literally a small kid. It is 

not accidental that the Dalton brother who acts as if he has the "brains" also is the 

smallest one, the dwarfish Joe. It is part of the cartoonish effect in Lucky Luke that 

the bad characters who take themselves most seriously are also the smallest. Since 

most secondary characters are too naive and/or cowardly to contradict Billy the Kid 

or Joe Dalton, these small figures are convinced that they are important. Unable to 

fathom the "false" impression bestowed on them, Billy the Kid and Joe Dalton com

pletely misrecognize themselves. Their small size humorously emphasizes their 

arrogance and self-misrecognition. 

In most books, Lucky Luke is saddled with a particular task, such as putting 

the Daltons or Billy the Kid in jail. Generally, his function is to compensate for the 

failures of sheriffs, who are almost without exception represented as timid old 

weaklings. In the world of Lucky Luke a sheriff does not guarantee peace but is only 

a reminder that a vague notion of "law" may exist out West. At this point, it is 

appropriate to recall Liberty Valance's oxymoron "western law" (chapter four), a law 

not based on written rules but dictated by the force of the gun. As a result, a 

sheriff's function is simply ceremonial. The comic books clearly reveal his super

fluity. One of the sheriff's conventional tasks is to arrange a fair trial but often in 

Lucky Luke the citizens are not interested in fairness. They are all too eager to call 

for a hanging without any form of trial. If they do organize a trial, they also celebrate 

the fixed outcome beforehand. 

The many signs of welcome at the outskirts of towns in Lucky Luke testify to 

the fact that all too often the law has been applied ruthlessly: "New New Orleans, we 

hang first and shoot afterwards" or "Gun Gulch: iron heart, steel soul, leaden bul

lets." Such boards indicate that the citizens pride themselves on their rough inhos-

pitality, which explains their exaggerated enthusiasm for hangings. In their attempt 
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to make the West a notoriously unpleasant place, the citizens seem to have made it 

their "duty" to enjoy the habit of lynching. Correspondingly, "hanging judge" Roy 

Bean, a pivotal character in De Rechter (1959, The Judge) is tremendously popular. A 

trial under his supervision is considered a tourist attraction, for he complies with 

the citizens' demands by pronouncing harsh sentences. In the eyes of the 

townspeople, his verdicts liven things up. 

Roy Bean gives the impression that all of his decisions are based on the rule 

of law printed in law books, but his sentences are only capricious interpretations: 

the Judge-cum-barkeeper holds the law book upside down when he reads from it. 

His arbitrary but radically uncompromising rulings affirm people's perception of 

the wild West, namely as literally a wild West. If his sensational verdicts can be said 

to serve the "good of the community" it is not out of fairness to the victim but 

because his sentences satisfy the citizens' desire to see a hanging. The gallows does 

not function as a medium of fair justice or public duty, as in the model scenario of 

The Virginian. On the contrary, the rope exclusively works to provide pleasure for 

the Judge and the townspeople. Lynching scenes conform to their particular "duty" 

of providing amusement. Since the American West is known as a notoriously rough 

region, the citizens act in accordance with this reputation. Townspeople's enthu

siasm for lynching, in Lucky Luke comic books, is used to confirm to themselves that 

the American West is the wild West and that they, as inhabitants of the wild West, 

are supposed to like hangings. 

Next to the written law of books and the western law of the fastest gun, a 

third version of law can be introduced on the basis of Lucky Luke: the "lynch law of 

enjoyable wildness." This law takes the form of a legal procedure and has the 

appearance of a fair trial, but the result is fixed in advance. In De Bende van Joss 

Jamon the town's patriarch Joss Jamon wants the "terrorist" Lucky Luke to be sen

tenced to death (33). Since he owns everything in Frontier City, Joss arranges a trial 

which brings the citizens in a festive mood. The judge is not officially competent 

and the "worst desperados" in the wild West are appointed by Joss as members of 

the jury (De Bende 33). The mock nature of the trial is emphasized when one of the 

desperados by mistake declares the accused "guilty" before Lucky Luke or his 

lawyer, a taciturn Indian allotted to him by Joss, has been able to defend himself. In 

De Bende van Joss Jamon, the trial is only staged to legitimize to the citizens the 

execution of the accused. Initially, the townspeople are delighted by the prospect to 

see a hanging, but when they realize that the trial is too obvious a put-up job, they 

cause an uproar that prevents the execution of the verdict. The principle of a mock 

trial returns in De Rechter, but with a difference: this time the judge is 

acknowledged by the citizens as competent. Judge Roy Bean not only guarantees 

that the people's will to see a hanging is fulfilled, his symbolic position also makes 

that the people's yearning for a lynching takes the form of justice. 
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Lucky Luke either has set himself the task or is requested by others to 

civilize this wild West and to undo an injustice which is presented as justice. In De 

Rechter, his goal is to bring Roy Bean within the bounds of official law, which he 

does via a detour: he deliberately becomes an outlaw. The cowboy first starts a part

nership with Bad Ticket, a competitive and even more evil judge. This association 

ultimately brings about a change of heart in Roy Bean. After Bad Ticket has been 

chased out of town, Lucky Luke proposes that Roy Bean evaluate himself. The latter 

decides that he is not apt for his own job, and the local school teacher will become 

his successor. 

All Lucky Luke books invariably conclude with the image of the cowboy riding 

towards the sunset on horse-back, singing his favorite tune "I'm a poor lonesome 

cowboy" after he has generated some sense of law and order among the citizens. He 

often does so via unorthodox methods which produce humorous gaps: either he 

behaves worse than the bad guys while he actually is the good hero or he is too good 

to be true. Whereas the cowboy's rivals obsessively try to live up to their 

appearance, duty or reputation, Lucky Luke occasionally takes an apparent distance 

from his appearance, task, or good name. Hence, a clear distinction is made in 

Lucky Luke comic books between two types of characters. The one type is 

characterized by a cool attitude and distance from his own image: Lucky Luke looks 

thin but is invincible and for strategic reasons he may act badly but he is 

trustworthy in principle. The other type, like Joe Dalton or Billy the Kid, is signified 

by a yearning for obsessive coincidence with his reputation: he tries to behave as 

bad as he is said to be. Below I will suggest what this distinction means from a 

postwar Western European perspective.4 

America had never been so close to Western Europe as in the years between 

the mid-forties and the mid-sixties. The people in formerly occupied countries such 

as France, Belgium, and the Netherlands owed a debt of gratitude to Americans, 

who had joined the allied forces. Americans were celebrated as saviors because of 

their role in the liberation of these nations from an oppressive foreign regime. 

Moreover, the American government supported many European countries finan

cially, enabling them to rise from the ravages of war. This aid, known as the 

Marshall Plan, helped Europeans to restore their damaged cities and to recover eco

nomically. The function of the Marshall Plan, however, exceeded the purported 

benevolent economic support it provided. Its effect was to sell America and its (busi

ness) culture, since the message of the Plan was, as David Ellwood mentions, "You 

Too Can Be Like Us" (227). In the postwar period of recovery, Western Europe was 

more susceptible to Americanization than ever before, since America had proved 

itself to be a trustworthy ally and postwar benefactor to former allies and enemies 

alike. 
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Western European receptivity to American military, political, and cultural 

influences, however, simultaneously provoked an anti-American backlash. 

According to Rob Kroes, this anti-Americanism in postwar Western Europe was pre

dominantly political in nature. While Europeans admiringly adopted American cul

ture, from its high-brow to its pop varieties, many of them, particularly on the Left, 

rejected "an American creed which for all its missionary zeal [was] perceived as 

imperialist and oppressive" (41). Marie-France Toinet notes that France's attitude 

"seem[ed] to be nothing more than pique" (134) over the redistribution of world 

power from France/Europe to America. Anti-Americanism was, then, a defensive 

response to the fear of losing French/European identity (140). 

America's political and cultural preponderance generated a blend of fascina

tion and envy in postwar Western Europe. Many of its citizens were attracted to 

America's success, but the notion that the Old Continent was being outdistanced by 

the New World also provoked a certain irritation. To compensate for the decline of 

their own culture, many Europeans tended to criticize successful America. They 

projected onto Americans a self-determined superiority, which revealed, in the eyes 

of critical Europeans, the way Americans exported not only cultural products but 

also a "confused groping for values and standards" (Hollander 404). These 

Europeans reproached Americans for too explicitly showing off their power and for 

appearing to have become absorbed in a display of self-assured dominance. 

It is this European impression of American absorption in the display of their 

own image as good heroic outlaws that is hinted at in the cartoonish representation 

of figures like the Daltons, Billy the Kid, and Judge Roy Bean. They are both bad and 

funny because they are entirely wrapped up in their roles. Morris has said that he 

was annoyed by those American westerns in which an outlaw like Billy the Kid is 

glamorized. According to him, it is a peculiar phenomenon in America that they 

turn gangsters into heroes (qtd. in De Bree c.s. 14). He and Goscinny chose to 

demystify Billy the Kid by representing him as a swanky little boy. He is a laughing

stock in Lucky Luke because he takes his own mystique deeply seriously. This char

acteristic makes him silly as well as insufferably conceited. 

Billy the Kid, but also Joe Dalton, function as figures who illustrate what 

offended postwar Europeans about Americans; those who took themselves deadly 

serious as heroes usually are windbags. By contrast, the title hero Lucky Luke is the 

comic opposite of these characters. He constantly depreciates his own heroism and 

never boasts about his deeds. He usually even leaves town before the citizens have 

been able to utter their thankfulness. On the basis of this type of distinction, the 

Lucfey Luke comic strip can be read as expressing in a mildly comical tone both awe 

and disdain towards American heroism by means of rewriting conventions of the 

western. The Lucky Luke series hinges on an ambivalent attitude towards America in 

Western Europe. During the war, people in the occupied countries considered the 
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arrival of American troops a straightforward blessing. After the war, they 

acknowledged Americans as their masculine benefactors and cherished their cul

tural products. On the other hand, they reproached Americans for the ways they 

took pride in displaying their newly acquired superiority over Europe. This display 

of pride is taken by these Europeans as the hypermasculine part of American iden

tity. 

From this perspective of reproach, Americans were perceived as exaggerating 

their own heroism. In the strip by Morris and Goscinny, the perceived American 

tendency towards overestimation is criticized via outlaws/bandits who are 

convinced of their own importance and are funny precisely for their failure to 

realize their insignificance. Lucky Luke, by contrast, is a likeable alternative for two 

reasons. First, the strip cowboy is a goody-goody to a caricatural level, who repre

sents nobility and heroism with a humorous wink. The comic representation of the 

cowboy enabled European readers to maintain their distance from a too serious cele

bration of American heroism.5 Second, Lucky Luke himself is capable of standing at 

a reflexive distance from his own heroism. Hence, he assumes an attitude that 

Europeans might have liked to adopt. If Europeans reproached Americans for exag

gerating their heroism, this implies that these Europeans saw themselves as quite 

modest heroes, not parading their own greatness. In this respect, Europeans could 

recognize their own presumed down-to-earth heroism, as opposed to Americans' 

perceived hypermasculine bragging, in the relaxed figure of Lucky Luke, who only 

flaunts his capacities in cases of emergency, but never congratulates himself. 

The fact that Lucky Luke is an always lonesome cowboy who time and again 

sings his loneliness only emphasizes that he is not fully enmeshed within American 

culture. He is an outsider to both American civilization and the wild West where 

lynching belongs to the daily practice. Lucky Luke is capable of judging situations 

from a reflexive distance. He may have been so popular among postwar Europeans 

precisely because he retained this distance. Despite his placement within America, 

he resists being swallowed up by its culture. In the postwar period when 

Americanization incited the fear among Western Europeans that they would lose 

their national identity, Lucky Luke redeemed this fear by showing his waywardness 

in the midst of American culture. 

The Randomness of Good Heroism in Spaghetti Westerns 

Whereas conventional American heroism is mocked in Lucky Luke in a mildly 

humorous way, this heroism is made ludicrous in the spaghetti westerns in a more 

vicious way. Spaghettis are Italian films, mainly made in the period 1964-1973. They 

were shot in the Cinecittà studios in Rome and on location in Spain. While about 

three hundred Italian westerns were produced over the course of these ten years, by 

far the best known spaghettis are the ones directed by Sergio Leone. Among them 
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are the "Dollars" trilogy - A Fistful of Dollars (1964), For A Few Dollars More (1965) 

and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (1967) with the American actor Clint Eastwood 

playing the "Man With No Name" in all three films. Henry Fonda, who played a 

"good" hero in a number of John Ford films, stars as a blue-eyed child-killer in 

Leone's fourth spaghetti, the critically acclaimed Once Upon a Time in the West 

(1969). An abundance of literature has appeared on these Leone films (Doane, 

Frayling, Haustrate, Mitchell, Smith, Clint) and all critics emphasize the hyperbolic 

display of gratuitous violence, the cynical wise-cracking, and the exuberant use of 

close-ups of faces, eyes, and guns as a slow rhythmic prelude to a face-off, con

stantly accompanied by Ennio Morricone's ill-omened and caricatural sounds. 

Rather than repeating much of the good work done by these critics, I want to 

take a different route by reading lynching scenes as synecdochic of the spaghettis. I 

would like to connect my reading of these scenes to the debate that Frayling 

describes as the "cultural roots" controversy (121). At one end of the spectrum of 

this debate spaghettis are considered cheap, opportunistic imitations of American 

westerns; at the opposite end of the spectrum spaghettis are interpreted as typically 

Italian reworkings of the genre. Frayling himself supports the latter position. First, 

he traces the influence of formula films produced at Cinecittà, such as spy and 

horror films but above all the classical epics based on Greek and Roman mythology 

(89-90). He also sees a "strange fraternity" between traditional Sicilian puppet plays 

and Italian westerns (131). Second, he notes links between the spaghettis and Italian 

cultural values, such as loyalty to the family or clan and the profanation of Catholic 

icons. 

Third, and most importantly, he reads the Italian westerns as a riposte to 

American culture. In this regard, he, like Paul Smith, stresses the role of the pro

duction system. By the mid-fifties Cinecittà, the heart of the Italian film industry, 

was dominated by Americans, with Italians at best in the roles of hard-working 

assistants or co-directors. In the mid-sixties when American producers pulled out of 

Cinecittà due to rising costs, former assistants such as Leone took the opportunity 

to make their own films. In order to mount retrospective resistance to the American 

invasion of Italy's film industry,6 Leone began not only to appropriate but also to 

debase the western, the genre that Americans considered fundamentally their own. 

From an American perspective, the label "spaghetti" was intended as a "pejorative" 

description criticizing the Italian appropriation of "our" genre, while from an 

Italian perspective, the label functioned as a "term of endearment" (Frayling xi). 

Due to the emphasis on the western as a reaction to the production system, the 

aspect of a psychic postwar affirmation of Italian national identity is only integrated 

surreptitiously. Although Frayling provides some accounts and quotes regarding 

Leone's position towards Italy's surrender in World War II, he does not read them 

as clues for the popularity of spaghetti westerns. In this section I want to provide an 
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explanation for the boom of spaghetti westerns in the mid- and late-sixties that 

Frayling overlooked in his extensively documented study. 

The first lynching scene in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly is almost, but not 

quite, like a conventional one in American westerns. Tuco (Eli Wallach) is 

introduced as the Ugly but his face is "beautiful enough" to be worth 2000 dollars, 

as a "wanted" poster reveals. Three outlaws have captured him but the 

golden-haired Man With No Name (Clint Eastwood) appears as if from nowhere (his 

voice comes from behind the camera before he steps forward) to save Tuco by shoot

ing the trio on the spot. The stranger, called "Blondie" by Tuco, however, did not 

really come to rescue the wanted man. He only killed the three men so that he him

self could collect the reward. Saving Tuco means "saving" him in order to claim a 

monetary reward that the heavily cursing victim calls "blood money." The shift from 

save life to save money at the expense of three dead men constitutes the first 

difference from a traditional lynching scenario, and is symptomatic of the "reign of 

violence by violence"-atmosphere in spaghettis (Leone, qtd. in Frayling 135). 

Blondie's act of handing over the wanted criminal to the local sheriff, 

however, can be considered in accordance with the fulfilment of public duty. Tuco 

has committed a multitude of crimes and he is consequently condemned to death 

by hanging. At the moment of execution, however, Blondie suddenly shoots the rope 

from a distance and with his head still in the noose, Tuco can escape on horse-back. 

Again, Blondie has not saved the Ugly out of compassion but rather with an eye to 

financial gain. After he has split his reward with Tuco, Blondie tells his "partner" 

that the prize money has increased: he is worth 3000 dollars now. At this point, a 

second difference from a model scenario in traditional American westerns becomes 

clear. In Leone's film public duty is always in the service of the hero's personal 

"duty" to accumulate money. Collecting money, in fact, is the heroes' primary 

"duty"; the heroes in spaghettis are always prepared to do everything "for a few dol

lars more" but seem totally disinterested in luxurious goods. They never spend their 

money. Their dollars and gold only function to satisfy their greed. 

Blondie and Tuco repeat their trick in another place but then Blondie dis

bands their partnership and refuses to share the reward, since the Ugly will never 

be worth more than 3000 dollars. He abandons Tuco in the middle of a burning hot 

desert because their trick has become worn-out. The Ugly will no longer be his 

"money-maker." Tuco starts to yell furiously at Blondie for leaving him to his own 

devices and disregarding the potentially lethal consequences. Blondie comments 

grotesquely: "Such ingratitude after all those times I saved your life." This remark 

is followed by a freeze-frame shot of Blondie while the words "the Good" are 

printed on the screen. This freeze-frame is an extra-diegetic element, oriented 

towards the spectators in their role as external focalizers. 

The freeze-frame captures in a nutshell why spaghettis are a critical 
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burlesque of American westerns. Conventionally, the genre is obsessed with the dis

tinction between the good and the bad guys. At first sight Blondie can indeed be 

considered among the good guys. He acknowledges two important duties, a public 

duty and the duty of camaraderie. Nevertheless, Blondie's attitude is ironic, since he 

violates the condition that a man cannot simultaneously live up to these two duties 

towards one and the same person. Blondie first delivers a wanted bandit and then 

rescues him, making the delivery an empty gesture. Blondie's presumed goodness 

receives a sardonic twist in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly for yet another reason. 

In the lynching scenes, his fulfilment of public duty is only a cover-up for expres

sing his duty of comradeship, as if he were saying to Tuco: "I hand you over so that 

I can demonstrate how dear you are to me." In turn, he only cherishes friendly 

bonds for the profit they will yield, and is consequently misjudged by Tuco. As soon 

as the Ugly considers their cooperation an expression of friendship, he is immedia

tely duped. For Blondie, Tuco was only dear to him as a living cash-box. 

Tuco swears to get revenge for the Good's betrayal of their friendship. When 

he catches Blondie by surprise, he makes the Good build his own gallows. Due to 

the mess caused by a cannonball-burst, Blondie succeeds in escaping. Later in the 

film, the two men are condemned to become each other's companions again 

because each one knows half of a secret. Tuco knows in which cemetery a box of 

gold, worth 200.000 dollars, is buried. Blondie possesses vital information about 

the grave in which the gold is hidden. So Tuco again acts as his best friend. 

They meet at the place of destination in the company of the Bad Angel Eyes 

(Lee van Cleef), a ruthless hired gun. They agree to engage in a three-way corrida 

duel to determine who will take the gold. Since the Good has sabotaged the Ugly's 

gun beforehand, he only has to square accounts with the Bad. Blondie shoots Angel 

Eyes, who falls into an empty grave, then forces the Ugly to dig up the gold. Once 

the treasure is retrieved, the Good makes the Ugly climb a cross and put his own 

head through a noose. Blondie leaves on horse-back with half the loot, while the 

Ugly, facing the other half of the loot, has to keep his balance on the shaky cross in 

order not to hang himself. Tuco yells Blondie's name through the valley. The film 

concludes, however, with a "good" deed. Blondie turns around and answers Tuco's 

prayer. From a far distance, he shoots the rope, justifying his label as "the Good," 

which is once more printed on-screen in a freeze-frame. Reading the final scene 

literally, Blondie is a benefactor who saves Tuco from the gallows and even shares 

the gold with him. In the context of the film, however, the Good's deed constitutes 

a hilarious effrontery, since he only partially repairs the mischief he has intention

ally done. Shooting the rope is only a half-hearted rescue. Tuco is still abandoned in 

a forsaken place with a treasure that is too heavy to carry. 

In Leone's western, in sharp contrast to traditional American westerns, the 

label of goodness is represented as ultimately random. In an American film like 
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Shane by George Stevens, the title hero kills the big rancher and his men in the 

name of societal progress. By means of his intervention, he offers the small farmers 

a chance to build their future. According to conventions, Shane wins because he is 

a good cowboy. In The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly this process is both imitated and 

reversed. Leone's western evokes a salient formal parallel with Stevens' film at the 

end. When Shane leaves, little Joey shouts at the title hero to come back. The young 

boy wants the good cowboy to live with his family. Tuco's desperate outcry in The 

Good, the Bad, and the Ugly is reminiscent of Joey's calls but the cries are framed 

completely differently. At the end, Tuco is once more convinced of Blondie's dou

ble-edged character but the film's final freeze-frame still labels him as "the Good." 

This freeze-frame enacts a reversal of the order of cause and effect. Since the good 

guy always wins in a conventional American western, Blondie is good because he 

defeats his opponents. The fact that he owes his victory to deploying vicious tricks 

in no way diminishes his goodness. 

In The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly lynching scenes produce an ironic effect, 

since they hyperbolically imitate and disrupt the American model. The Good 

appears to act for the sake of community. He delivers Tuco to the sheriff because of 

all the harm the Ugly has done to society. He also maintains the impression that the 

duty of friendship is valuable to him by saving Tuco from death by hanging. 

Ultimately, however, the Good violates the ethic of both social responsibility and of 

friendship by subordinating his social duties to his greedy impulse, letting Tuco 

play the role of duped victim. 

Leone's next spaghetti Once Upon a Time in the West also illustrates an 

interesting refiguring of a lynching scene. Before discussing the spaghettis in a cul

tural-historical context, I will refer to this particular scene because it offers an 

intriguing use of the flashback, which is a problematic device in the western genre, 

as I argued in chapter four. The most enigmatic character in Once Upon a Time is 

the taciturn outlaw playing a musical instrument to which he owes his nickname 

Harmonica (Charles Bronson). As Frayling notes, Harmonica usually "enters the 

scene" as if he had been standing just out of frame all along. He simply appears, 

continually eavesdropping or watching (202-03). Bad guy Frank Morton (Henry 

Fonda) is also intrigued by the figure and wonders who he is. Harmonica replies to 

his question by quoting a list of names of men who were "alive until they met you." 

Frank suspects that Harmonica is after him but he knows that Harmonica will only 

give him the motivation for his inconvenient presence "at the point of dying." The 

two men understand that their destinies are intertwined which, as Doane remarks, 

is underscored by the music track (282). While the main characters in Leone's film 

are each characterized by their own tune on the soundtrack, Harmonica's theme 
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song frequently mixes with the dirge that is Frank's theme. 

In their final face-off, the camera switches between Frank's relatively restless 

and Harmonica's impassive face. We see an extreme close-up of Harmonica's eyes, 

followed by a flashback. A younger Frank walks closer and puts a harmonica in the 

mouth of a boy who has to support his older brother standing on his shoulders. A 

noose has been tied around this brother's neck. When the younger boy collapses 

from fatigue, his brother is left hanging in the air and dies. We now can guess 

Harmonica's motive for killing Frank. The bad guy made him an involuntary part

ner in the death of his own brother. In the scene following this flashback, 

Harmonica lethally wounds Frank during a showdown. He then puts his musical 

instrument in Frank's mouth. After a close-up of Frank's face, the young boy's col

lapse from fatigue is repeated. This time, the flashback-scene is focalized by Frank, 

suggesting that he now knows who Harmonica is. 

In Once Upon a Time Harmonica uses his instrument as a substitute for his 

voice.7 In the flashback-scene, we come to realize why he is so attached to the har

monica. It is metonymically linked to an act that made him speechless. When Frank 

put the harmonica in his mouth, the boy whose hands were bound, was robbed of 

his voice. He could no longer talk to his brother hanging from the gallows: not 

apologize for his imminent collapse, not encourage him, and not say a final fare

well. Words fail because the instrument has been stuck into his mouth. Hence, the 

harmonica has become his symptom of lack of "meaning." He is a character who 

suffers from what I described in chapter five as aphanisis. When a subject cannot 

obtain firm footing within the order of "meaning," s/he is condemned to choose 

"being," which results in the subject's vanishing unless other characters are 

prepared to "see" him or her with their imagination. In the absence of these 

fetishistic looks, Harmonica is cut off from full participation in the symbolic order 

and walks around as a living dead. 

Aphanisis is the bad alternative to subjectivity. Harmonica is a blank subject, 

unable to express his thoughts. He is barred from telling who he is. No one knows 

him, he has no name but a nickname, and he seems to act without a clear motive. 

The point is that he cannot tell his motive. People may assume that something is 

nagging him but they can only fathom his way of acting if they understand the role 

of the harmonica as a symptom of an unspeakable event. Only Frank comes to 

understand the harmonica's role after he has received his deadly wound and 

Harmonica forces his instrument into the bad guy's mouth. At this point, the flash

back-scene is partly repeated but this time as Frank's memory. After shooting 

Frank, Harmonica for the first time parts with his instrument. This act results in 

the transfer of the painful youth memory being transferred from victim onto 

culprit.8 

In the end, Harmonica is revealed as a man in the tradition of the conven-
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tional avenging hero - the one who cherishes the principle "an eye for an eye and a 

tooth for a tooth" that is propagated in many westerns. He is an avenging hero with 

a triple twist, however. First, Harmonica's entrances are always theatrical and his 

presence is chilly. Three men wait for him in the beginning of the film at a railway 

station. The train arrives and leaves, and suddenly Harmonica appears to be there 

on the other side of the track. Caught by surprise, the three men are killed. Doane 

describes how in the course of the film Harmonica enters the scene six times in a 

similarly curious and "staged" way: he slides into an empty frame, stopping 

precisely at its mid-point and bisecting the frame with the edge of his hat. He 

stares intently at nothing and holds his head very stiffly (Doane 285-86). The chill 

of his presence is best exemplified in the extreme close-ups of his unmovable eyes. 

These shots reinforce the effect of the hero's inscrutability. 

Second, most characters do not know how to react to Harmonica because he 

makes such an impenetrable impression. They cannot decide whether he is good or 

bad. The widow Jill McBain (Claudia Cardinale) gives him the benefit of the doubt, 

since he has insured her land. To her, it does not matter that he is not the "right 

man," as Cheyenne (Jason Robards) tells her. Cheyenne, who often announces the 

course of events or comments upon what has happened, explains to Jill while they 

await the arrival of Harmonica after the shoot-out with Frank: "People like him have 

something inside. Something to do with death. That fellow . . . picks up his gear and 

says adios." Cheyenne turns out to be right. When Harmonica enters Jill's house, 

her smile fades as he slowly walks past her, takes up his things and murmurs that 

it is time to go "home."9 In response to Jill's question whether he will come back to 

Sweetwater, Harmonica stares intently at nothing and only answers "someday." 

Third, since Harmonica does not choose to seek the comfort of a hand on his 

shoulder, it is impossible to commit oneself to the conclusion that his revenge will 

have "cured" him from aphanisis. His case resonates with the avenging heroes from 

American westerns like Backlash and Man of the West. These heroes were barred 

from "meaning" because they could not fight their father-figures. After the death of 

these figures, the expression on the heroes' faces is blank. A woman stands by their 

side, however, supporting them and looking up to them in a benevolent way. Their 

support forebodes the recovery of the heroes' aphanisis. It is likely that they will par

ticipate within the community in some sort of fashion. Unlike these heroes, 

Harmonica resists romantic compensation, as Cheyenne already predicted to Jill. 

He will bid farewell to her, since he is a man who is associated with "death." He has 

prepared the way for the prosperous growth of Sweetwater, but he himself will 

remain an eternal outsider, who will probably go on living as a man without a 

proper name, nicknamed Harmonica. 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly and Once Upon a Time are not "just fill-in" 

westerns, as Will Wright labeled them (see chapter one). They imitate conventions 
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from American westerns, but in a continually hyperbolic fashion. The spaghetti 

films are an ironic comment upon American westerns since they do not simply 

repeat but overplay conventions. In The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly, Blondie is 

explicitly announced as the Good and, despite his viciously smart tricks, he is also 

bidden farewell as the Good. The freeze-frames that label him as "the Good" are 

inserted to remind us that there is a hero with whom to sympathize. The effect, 

however, is the opposite: the labels work to remind us that goodness is nothing but 

a label, ultimately random. Irony here serves a purpose of critical ridicule, which 

contrasts with Lucky Luke. The strip cowboy was an easy-going character who some

times pretended to be bad but always revealed himself as utterly good. Spaghetti 

heroes are easy-going as well, but their presumed goodness only veils their cruel 

nature. Lucky Luke is merely comic, but spaghetti westerns can be regarded as bur

lesque.10 The black humor of these films provokes spectators to laugh at violence. 

In Once Upon a Time another convention is pushed too far. The hero in 

American westerns is not much of a talkative character, but Harmonica beats them 

all in taciturnity. He is mute since he suffers from a traumatic childhood memory. 

Barred from telling what troubles him, he can only transfer his memory onto the 

perpetrator through his musical instrument. His inscrutability, ensuing from his 

silence, is foregrounded in the style of the film (repeated close-ups of his eyes), his 

sadly mysterious theme song, his theatrical entrances, and his apparently roving 

spirit, his announcement that he is going "home" notwithstanding. Most avenging 

heroes in American westerns demonstrate the ability to establish comradely con

tacts with others or to have romantic encounters with women. In these westerns, the 

vengeful cowboy definitely turns into the good guy because of his potential to return 

among the living. Harmonica remains, even after his revenge, stuck in his role of 

"living dead" and though Jill's smile and facial expression can be read as an invita

tion to stay, he leaves Sweetwater. In Once Upon a Time the convention of the 

impenetrable hero with the blank face is taken up and consistently challenged. 

Harmonica's inability to establish contact means that the question of whether there 

is a good guy in this film at all remains permanently undecided. 

The element that Leone's two spaghetti films have in common is an evoca

tion of the label of goodness with the aim of violating and relativizing this very label. 

If Wright calls Leone's films "just fill-in" westerns, he recognizes the resemblance 

to American westerns but fails to see that it is an exaggerated resemblance, and, as 

a result, a distortion. This deformation forcefully suggests the need for 

reconsidering the spaghetti westerns as cultural-historical mediations. Or, to for

mulate this mediation as a question: Why was Leone as Italian director in the six

ties so focussed on revealing that the conventions for marking American cowboys' 

good heroism were only arbitrary?" 

In Frayling's book, there is a long statement by Leone about his attitude 
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towards Americans. In this quotation, Leone says how he at first idealized 

Americans, but that later his fantasy was disrupted when he was confronted with 

actual American soldiers at the end of World War II: 

In my childhood, America was like a religion. . . . Then real-life 

Americans abruptly entered my life - in jeeps - and upset all my 

dreams. They had come to liberate me! I found them very energetic, 

but also very deceptive. They were no longer the Americans of the 

West. . . . In the GIs who chased after our women, and sold their 

cigarettes on the black market, I could see nothing that I had seen in 

Hemingway, Dos Passos or Chandler. Nor even in Mandrake, the 

magician with the outsized heart, or Flash Gordon. Nothing - or 

almost nothing - of the great prairies, or of the demigods of my child

hood, (qtd. in Frayling 65) 

This pronouncement indicates that Leone, in his younger years, conflated fictional 

representations of American characters with a presumed heroic goodness of 

Americans. His admiration turns into disappointment, however, when actual 

Americans enter his life, although he meets them under favorable circumstances. 

American soldiers invaded Italy in 1943 to spearhead the liberation of the country 

from occupation by its former ally Germany.12 At the time Leone, whose family 

background was one of resistance to Mussolini's war policy, perceived the arrival of 

US soldiers as more than welcome. Nevertheless, he was disenchanted with their 

presence, since their actual behavior hardly matched his fantasies about them. This 

moment when Leone lost his faith in American heroes, however, coincided with 

Western Europe's unprecedented seduction by American military, political, and cul

tural influences. Many Western Europeans continued in the postwar period to 

reserve the labels of liberators and winners for the Americans. Those Europeans 

who saw the Americans as the good guys, tended to stigmatize the Germans and the 

Italians as both losers and the bad guys. This tendency resulted in two opposite 

reactions in the former Axis nations. 

The majority of Germans were extremely susceptible to Americanization in 

the fifties and early sixties. In chapter nine, I described how Germans compensated 

for their defeat by identifying with the good winners, the Americans who had rewrit

ten their history of genocide, much as the Germans hoped to do. By contrast, 

Italians like Leone and other directors of spaghetti westerns such as Sergio 

Corbucci, Damiano Damiani, and Sergio Sollima, appear to compensate for Italy's 

enduring inferiority to America in the postwar period by criticizing those who are 

identified as winners. The initial arrival of Americans was regarded as a "liberation" 

by Leone. Retroactively he seems to perceive their presence as an invasion. His 
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reversal in perception can be understood as a response to his recollection of the 

deceptive behavior of the GIs, the continual and unjustly exaggerated praise for 

Americans in postwar Europe, and, on a more personal level, the interfering domi 

nance of Americans in Italy's film industry until the early sixties. The spaghetti 

westerns are embedded in the clash between Americans' popularity in Europe and 

Leone's dissatisfaction with their influence and success. In order to accentuate this 

clash, his spaghetti westerns take the form of a burlesque of the so-called "American 

genre par excellence" (Bazin 135). This travesty of the genre reads as a forceful criti

cism of American heroism. 

A main effect of spaghetti westerns is to regard the presumed goodness of 

American heroes ironically, and to expose the hypermasculine badness behind their 

appearance.'3 In this respect, I consider Gaston Haustrate's characterization of the 

spaghetti films as Europe's revenge as quite accurate (72). It is not coincidental that 

this revenge is most vehemently expressed in one of the Axis nations. Whereas most 

Western European countries were liberated from a foreign regime with the help of 

Americans, Italy was rescued from a regime that had been a former ally. 

Consequently, the "we-other" distinction was less clear in Italy than in other 

Western European countries. In the Netherlands, for example, "we" (the great 

majority of the Dutch, supported by the allied forces) were good and "they" (war 

nations) were bad. Italy had been much more internally divided. Between 1943 and 

1945 the country was not only the stage for the war between the advancing allies and 

the retreating Germans, but also for a civil war between Italian fascists and the 

rapidly growing Resistance movement (Binkhorn 39). 

In a postwar European context, every Italian inherited in some measure the 

legacy of badness simply by virtue of his or her Italian nationality, regardless of 

whether one had been a follower or an opponent of fascism. Because of this 

negative legacy and the country's burdened past, postwar national identity was pro

blematic in Italy. It was difficult to articulate who "we, Italians" were and how bad 

"we, Italians" had been. A possible answer to the blurred identity of Italians could 

be provided by way of a relational contrast to a distinct other. A critical view of the 

other facilitated a positive self-identification for Italians. Correspondingly, in 

Leone's Italy, the perception of an initial liberation by the American other could 

easily slip into the idea of an invasion by them. By exposing the randomness of the 

labels of "good" and "bad," the Italian directors of spaghetti films indicated not only 

that "they (Americans)" may not be that good, but also that "we (Italians)" are not 

that bad.'4 In disqualifying the Americans, they guaranteed their compatriots a 

more positive sense of Italianness.'S 
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Conclusion 

Lucky Luke and the spaghetti westerns can be seen as variations on the same theme. 

Lucky Luke is a comic caricature of the western. In the comic strip, subordinate char

acters are constantly corrected for their over-investment in their roles, whereas the 

hero is a goody-goody who stands at a reflexive distance from his image. The strip 

is predominantly popular in Western European countries which owe a debt of 

gratitude towards Americans who supported them in the battle against an external 

enemy. The humorous strategy of exaggeration in the strip, however, prevents 

European readers from taking American heroism as seriously as they presume 

Americans tend to do. 

Whereas the humorous Lucky Luke is a moderate variant of anti-

Americanism, the sub-genre of the spaghetti westerns is its more venomous variant. 

Despite his various outlaw positions, ranging from bad judge to desperado, the strip 

cowboy ultimately reveals an invariably good nature. Leone's films, by contrast, con

stitute a critical burlesque of the genre, since the heroes assume a distance from the 

label of "goodness," which consequently is exposed as utterly random. These heroes 

invariably display cruel violence, irrespective of whether they are characterized as 

good or bad. The spaghetti westerns are embedded in a context in which Americans 

were increasingly regarded as deceptive heroes, invading Italian/European culture. 

Their preponderance in Europe prevented Italians in the post-fascist period from 

easily developing a positive self-identification. In making a travesty of the genre of 

the western - conventionally a yardstick of good American heroism - negative char

acteristics were displaced onto the American other in order to construct an Italian 

identity that was no longer exclusively tied to its bad history of fascism and bellico

sity. 

Lucky Luke and the spaghetti westerns are pervaded by different degrees of 

anti-Americanism, made subservient to constructions of specific European identi

ties. The moderate criticism of America in the strip series as well as the vehement 

tone of the films can be seen as different attempts to deny that postwar European 

identities are inferior to American identities. Lucky Luke and the spaghetti westerns 

are different versions to impute an excess to constructions of good American mas

culinity. These attempts are always forced, however, since the harder Europeans try 

to project hypermasculine wildness onto Americans, the more it threatens to back

fire onto themselves. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

A "Good Enough" Alternative to the American Dream 

Unlike the hyperbolic heroes from chapter ten, the main protagonist in De Ballade 

van de Beul (1980, The Hangman's Ballad) by the Dutch writer Louis Ferron is an 

anti-hero. Howard Häuser is a third-rate Hollywood actor in the seventies who after 

more than twenty years of doing walk-on parts is offered his first main role. In a 

grotesque western film, named The Hangman's Ballad,1 Häuser plays Howard 

Häuser, a textile merchant-turned-hangman in the 1890s. The double use of the 

name Howard Häuser, for both the actor and the film character, already suggests 

that the western about Hauser-the-hangman functions as a mirror text for the story 

of Hauser-the-actor. This textual mirroring is even further emphasized in the novel, 

when Hauser-the-actor refers to some of his supernumerary roles in a conversation 

Hauser-the-hangman has with some other characters in the film. At this point, the 

primary and secondary diegetic levels are conflated. This conflation is far from 

arbitrary in a novel that interrogates the workings of representation. 

The protagonist-actor is a European orphan who emigrated with his 

stepfather Kaspar to America soon after the first World War. Initially he is a dedi

cated pursuer of the American dream. In Hauser's version this dream is made up of 

Hollywood imagery, ranging from a high-heeled and platinum-blonde woman with 

full lips to the endlessly blue sky. This irrealistically transparent blue sky, which 

plays an unpaid main role in westerns, symbolizes for the actor Häuser that 

America is the land of unlimited possibilities. He chases the American dream by 

attempting to make a career in Hollywood. In his younger years he believed that 

success as an actor would legitimize his identity as a true American to his new com

patriots. Häuser has come to realize, however, that the American dream only con

sists of "cardboard" (123), "inflammable illusions" and "the most false celluloid" 

(151).2 Hence, Ferron's novel foregrounds the postmodern dictum that (historical) 

reality is always mediated and conditioned by textuality (Hutcheon, Poetics 16). 

Häuser took the American dream for the real thing and misunderstood its repre

sentational nature. The idea that Häuser is painfully duped by imagery is an impor

tant strand of Ferron's De Ballade van de Beul. 

Related to the notion that the workings of representation is prominently 

explored in Ferron's novel, the genre of the western is used as an intertext to 

examine the correlation between history and good American identity. Häuser, the 

actor as well as the hangman, are characters who aim to do what they presume it 

befits good American citizens to do. In their endeavors to choose a civilized path, 

the two Hausers, as I will show in this chapter, misinterpret the wildness of their 

choices. The Hausers are initially deceived by dreams of unlimited freedom and 
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subsequently by its opposite, a too strict adherence to law and order. It is suggested 

in De Ballade van de Beul that his deceptions are an effect of the fakery and superfi

ciality of America, where, as one character says in a reference to westerns, "good is 

good when it says 'made in USA'" (200). 

In the novel, the simplicity of this slogan, seen as symptomatic of America's 

spirit of free capitalism, is discarded. I will argue that De Ballade van de Beul can 

ultimately be read as an implicit proposal to choose the "deficiencies and, if need 

be, injustices" (Ferron, "Tegen het Ideaal" 167)3 of Western European democracy as 

an alternative to the American dream of "rugged individualism." The two main pro

tagonists in Ferron's novel finally realize that they mistakenly believed that the 

American dream is represented in the western, a genre which conventionally sug

gests a clear distinction between wilderness and civilization. In De Ballade van de 

Beul, this distinction is critically blurred to offer a self-reflexive version of Winston 

Churchill's famous paradoxical phrase that "democracy is the worst of all possible 

systems, the only problem is that none of the others is better" (qtd. in Zizek, 

Sublime 148). 

The Relativity of the "Good of the Community": De Ballade van de Beul 

De Ballade van de Beul is a multifarious novel with a fragmentary plot structure. Its 

stories about Hauser-the-actor and Hauser-the-hangman are intermingled with 

(vague) references to past events of the double protagonist and with reflections 

upon various topics such as the history of the Schiedmayer piano, Hollywood, 

descriptions of commercials, the function of the sky in westerns, and the House Un-

American Activities Committee (HUAC). Another intermezzo concerns the descrip

tion of a performance by the travelling showman Jim Carradyne. His performance, 

which is part of the film The Hangman's Ballad, functions as an embedded text 

exposing a horrible misdemeanor committed by Hauser-the-hangman many years 

previously. Together with his friend Keegan, Häuser once raped Emilou, a young 

virgin in an impeccably white dress. Later in the novel, Häuser recollects that he 

and his friend, both European emigrants to America, believed that the young virgin 

represented the paradisical state of the New World. To them, America was the land 

of unlimited freedom and the innocent Emilou was, as the woman of their dreams, 

a synecdoche for the fortune America had to offer. They pounced on the girl in the 

conviction that they were exploring the wide country. In the act of rape, Häuser 

realized that he was committing a crime, since Emilou's eyes reflect his guilt. 

Many years later, Häuser decides to remedy his misdemeanor. He thinks he 

can clear himself when he takes the job of hangman, one of "the executors of the 

will of the people" (69), as a public prosecutor tells him. He thinks he is ranging 

himself on the side of law and justice, thereby intending to prove himself a faithful 

American citizen. He wants to cleanse his past by killing people for the sake of 
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society. He believes that a choice for American law equals a choice for the good of 

the community. 

Like the executioner in the film The Hangman's Ballad, the actor Häuser is 

also burdened with guilt due to the memory of an evil act. At one point in the novel, 

a girl gives the actor a blow-job while he recounts how, as a GI, he and a company 

of other US soldiers, had visited a night-club in Berlin, near the end of World War 

II. They were dressed in uniforms, which they had seized from the German SS. 

They had planned to "teach the filthy Nazi-scum a lesson" (165) and tortured the 

girls in the night-club. Häuser held himself aloof from the brutalities, but the leader 

of the group ordered him to rape one of the girls, nota bene a girl, it is suggested, of 

Jewish origin. The recollection stops here, since the girl giving him a blow-job, 

apparently disinterested in his story, starts to berate Häuser for his sudden ejacula

tion. 

Instead of confessing his guilt in court, Häuser attempts to make a name for 

himself in Hollywood. As a rising actor during the McCarthy-period, he informs 

HUAC of the activities of two directors, a journalist, and a script-writer named Sam 

Stein. In telling HUAC about them, Häuser had hoped to advance his career as cow

boy-actor and to do his duty as a good and faithful American citizen by being loyal 

to the McCarthyites. 

There is a striking parallel between the hangman and the actor. With his 

friend Keegan, Hauser-the-hangman emigrated to America, the land of the free. 

Overwhelmed by the country's promise of purity, he permitted himself to rape a 

young virgin. In the company of fellow-soldiers, Hauser-the-actor was an American 

GI dragged into abusing girls in a Berlin night-club during the vengeful euphoria 

accompanying the liberation of Europe from the Nazi terror. Prompted by ideas of 

total freedom, the hangman as well as the actor over-indulge in wild acts. 

Stimulated by a vague sense of guilt, the two Hausers attempt to right the wrongs 

they have committed. In the hope of deserving American citizenship, they decide to 

be as loyal as possible to the interests of their new fatherland. Hence, their surren

der to wild freedom slips into its opposite, that is, transforms into a strict devotion 

to law and order. Hauser-the-hangman fulfils his "duty" in the name of the consti

tutional state. Hauser-the-actor performs his "duty" by being helpful to 

McCarthyites, who present themselves at the time as more patriotic than their own 

government. 

The two Hausers make a similar mistake. The actor misjudges the fickle 

nature of dedicated patriotism. In chapter five I pointed out that the McCarthyites 

were fully committed to their cause of eradicating domestic communism, but 

historically their position turned out to be false. In a naive imitation of the 

McCarthyites, Häuser had meant to serve his country, but he performed his "duty" 

at the expense of people who like himself were working in the film industry. His 
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charges against presumed communists had seemed an opportunity for Häuser to 

prove his love of America, but he only received negative criticism from his 

colleagues for his cowardice. Later, Häuser wants to set the record straight with the 

script-writer Sam Stein who, in contrast to Häuser himself, has risen to great fame 

in Hollywood, but Stein ignores him. 

Like the actor, the hangman has realized too late that he is deluded by the 

spell of good Americanness. He cuts a foolish figure during his first hanging, which 

happens to take place in his former home town San Ramon. Häuser acts so clumsi

ly that he is mistreated by the lookers-on. His humiliation teaches him that his 

attachment to law and order is no guarantee of good heroism. Formally, he may 

have acted correctly in his role as executioner, since his victim was legally senten

ced to death. In terms of justice, however, he acted wrongly, for he hanged, as he 

admits, an "innocent bumpkin" (119). Like the actor, the hangman discovers that, 

contrary to his expectations, there is no universally applicable good of the commu

nity. The fact that he embraces the principles of law and order does not automati

cally justify the rightfulness of his actions. I can further illustrate Hauser's failure 

by juxtaposing his hangings with the model scenario from The Virginian (see chap

ter ten). In Wister's novel, the Virginian acts as a hangman in order to remedy an 

injustice committed in the absence of law. By contrast, in Ferron's novel, Häuser 

acts as a hangman in order to execute the law without bothering about questions of 

(in)justice. Unlike the regular western hero, Häuser privileges law over justice, 

which makes him an anti-hero. 

Each of the two Hausers is thwarted by a character who wants to take 

revenge on him. After his first hanging, Häuser is followed by a tiny little dot during 

his subsequent executions (135). His persecutor turns out to be the hanged man's 

best friend Butler, whose eyes are "as blue as the sky above the Mojave desert" (92). 

In a special "addendum" Butler is described as a true western hero "to whom every 

fist-fight or gunbattle is permitted, since his sympathetic look is a token of the good 

cause he represents" (213). Whereas hangman Hauser's acts are determined by 

obscure influences from the past, Butler is motivated by simple feelings of revenge, 

perceptible to everyone (213-14). Nevertheless, the structure of the bad guy repre

senting law and the good guy representing justice is simultaneously complicated in 

the film-within-the-novel. Butler's initial strategy is to incite Häuser and to see him 

choke with fear instead of granting him the honor of dying in a fair fight (212). At 

the end, however, the hangman seems to have lost his fear after he has come to 

understand that he actually is a "trash hangman" and a "jesting figure" (211). 

Hauser's change of heart forces Butler to revise his strategy. Butler is confronted 

with a deadlock that confuses a simple hero like him. He asks himself whether his 

high-handedness is not as illegitimate as Hauser's too servile devotion to the law. 

Since he cannot properly answer this question, he sighs that this implies that the 
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"honest western goes to the dogs" (214). 

The final images of the film, which remains unfinished due to various cir

cumstances, are different from the ending of a conventional western. Häuser, who 

has attained a high degree of skill in the technique of hanging, has decided that the 

execution of a rapist in Danville will be his final job. He challenges fate by taking a 

room in a hotel run by Emilou, who once wished to see Häuser dead but now 

prefers to see him wander around as a hangman, "overweening and the face 

distorted by his longing for justice" (204-05). In the hotel, Häuser awaits his death, 

but the expectation of a "shoot out" is not fulfilled (229). Häuser even begs Butler to 

kill him, but the avenging hero only stares in front of him with hollow eyes. In turn, 

Hauser's eyes are "filled with the panic that the delivering shot would never ring 

out" (230). In the end, the guilty Häuser realizes that worse than being shot is not 

being shot, which is completely contrary to any code in westerns. 

While Butler revenges himself on Häuser by not killing the hangman, direc

tor David McCormack wreaks vengeance upon Hauser-the-actor by giving him a 

lousy leading role. Häuser hated McCormack from the start because the director 

expressed his contempt for "false heroes" (77) like famous cowboy-actor John 

Wayne. McCormack's disdain touches a sensitive spot in Häuser, but the actor is too 

ambitious to refuse the main role the director offers him in his film The Hangman's 

Ballad (78). McCormack's reason for asking the colorless and characterless Hauser 

is to "destroy one of those phantoms which sometimes threatened to make his 

native country a hell of shame" (188). On the set, Häuser expresses his dissatisfac

tion with his role of a "coward brooder" (119), but a coward is precisely what 

McCormack wants, "a pale fool on a lame horse" (185), in the role of "vengeful 

justice" (188). 

Killing for the sake of a noble cause that is supposed to serve the good of the 

community, has always been one of the major constituents of American heroism in 

westerns. These murders may transgress the law, but are nevertheless legitimized 

since they conform to a general sense of justice: witnesses see how the good hero 

shoots out of self-defense or how he kills in order to rescue threatened 

townspeople. The hangman Häuser thinks he fits this category. He kills in the name 

of the law, which is a too strict interpretation of the good of the community. Due to 

his misjudgment, he fails to achieve his goal of becoming a good and faithful 

American. 

In creating a grotesque variation on conventional heroism, McCormack 

attempts to reveal the mean-spirited undercurrent of the pairing law/justice as the 

basis of American heroism. McCormack makes his film in a period, the first half of 

the 1970s, when America, mainly due to its disastrous involvement in the 

Vietnamese war, was in the process of losing its prestige in the world. In this 

period, as many American films about the Vietnam war illustrate, soldiers and 
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veterans are rejected by an American society that came to see these men as 

"emblems of loss, moral failure, or national decline" (Jeffords, Remasculinization 

xiv). The image of America as good and trustworthy was further disrupted by the 

forced resignation of president Richard Nixon, who is described in Ferron's novel as 

a "thoroughly unreliable subject" (185). As a corollary to these developments, 

Americans came to understand that the adage, propagated as truth in numerous 

westerns, that "good is good when it says 'made in USA'" (200) is no longer 

applicable. In the eyes of the director, the actor Häuser embodies everything that is 

wrong with America, since he has blindly pursued the dream of false heroism and 

he considers Häuser a despicable and pathetic figure. In using the patriotic Häuser 

as an object of ridicule, McCormack's film The Hangman's Ballad functions as a left-

wing criticism of the presumed good American identity that, in the eyes of 

opponents of Nixon and of the war in Vietnam, had been lost during the Watergate-

affair and in the jungles of South-East Asia. 

In the meantime, the actor Häuser has started to see the historical relativity 

of the adage that America equals goodness. Partly because of his companionship 

with the drug-addicted hippie Oona, he is directly confronted with the anti-Vietnam 

War demonstrations and other left-wing protests around him. He realizes that the 

American dream is fading, since the endlessly blue sky, invented by Americans, lost 

its color over the course of time. He is deeply confused by the moral decline of 

America, which is captured for him by the double meaning of the term "horse." For 

Häuser as an actor in westerns, (white) horses primarily evoke the "smells of sweat, 

saddles, and manure" (194); for Oona, white horse means drugs. Correspondingly, 

Hauser's dream of unspoiled heroism in westerns is converted into the nightmare 

of American civilization run amok. 

Keeping this shift from dream to nightmare in mind, the name "Hauser" 

becomes symbolically significant. This name is a reference to the famous foundling 

Kaspar Hauser who spent sixteen years of his life in a dark cave. It was rumored that 

Kaspar Hauser was a child of royal origins, kidnapped in 1812 when he was three 

weeks old. He suddenly appeared in the central square of Nuremberg in 1828 as an 

adolescent and tragically died at the age of twenty-one, mortally wounded with a 

knife. Kaspar is seen by many as an intriguing figure, because he embodies the 

romantic myth of the pure human being who lives in harmony with nature and with 

himself. The case of Kaspar evokes the question whether it is possible to see what 

happens to an unspoiled boy when he comes in sudden contact with "corrupted civi

lization" (Zizek, Enjoy 136). The answer is disconcerting. As is known from Kaspar's 

own story, he was totally estranged from himself and could not even recognize 

"himself" m his mirror image. Zizek reads Kaspar as a childish adolescent who 

becomes a "monster figure," since, in the complete vanishing of his "naturalness," 

only the "dirty water" of civilization was left (136). 
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The name "Häuser" urges me to note a similarity between Kaspar and the 

novel's two Hausers. Kaspar becomes a monster when he loses all traces of his 

unspoiled nature due to a too sudden overdose of culture. The two Howard Hausers 

choose to settle in America, since they believe that in this country of blue skies and 

wide spaces men can live in harmony with the dream of Self-Made Manhood. When 

they perceive that America is not as natural and free as they had believed it to be, 

they abandon their own will and turn themselves into instruments of the people's 

will. Their goal is to fully adjust themselves to American culture, but their devotion 

to civilized law and order overshoots the mark. The novel's Hausers can 

correspondingly also be read as monster figures, who blindly support a cause whose 

legitimacy is questionable. Besides this monstrous similarity, there is also a funda

mental difference between Kaspar and the two Howard Hausers, which makes the 

use of the name "Hauser" in De Ballade van de Beul so ironic. Kaspar is a harmless 

boy, who becomes the victim of his inability to adapt himself to corrupted civiliza

tion. By contrast, the novel's two Hausers are victims of their own Utopian dreams 

of an unspoiled land with unlimited opportunities. Whereas Kaspar is inoffensive 

and unstained, the two Hausers are guilty and stained despite all their presumed 

innocence. Their grounds for serving American society - the one as hangman, the 

other as McCarthyite - are opportunistic and appear to run counter to being good 

Americans. 

The ironic use of the name "Häuser" can be read as a political comment, as 

is confirmed by a lecture by Ferron in which he referred to the rise of German fas

cism in the interbelfum-period. The German fascists exploited the discrepancy 

between bombastic idealism and faulty reality. They dangled hopes before their sup

porters to bridge this gap between ideals and reality "in the name of the people, in 

the name of a better world, in the name of the democracy if necessary" ("Tegen het 

Ideaal" 165). The German Nazis tended to commit themselves to an idealistic cause 

and used the references to the people, a better world, and democracy as stop-gaps. 

When the fascists rose to power, they demonstrated their devotion to their country 

by committing crimes in the name of their Fatherland. They believed their deeds 

were excused, since their crimes did not serve a personal goal, but only the good of 

the community. Fascism became such a dangerous, and ultimately anti-democratic, 

movement because the good of the community had been translated into an uncon

ditional obedience to the Leader. Fascism did not result in an egalitarian structure 

seeking a common denominator for all people, but in a hierarchically ordered "dic

tatorship of idealists" ("Tegen het Ideaal" 164). The dictatorship of fascism could 

only maintain power insofar as its supporters were prepared to exchange their own 

free will for a role as instruments in the hands of the rulers who set new standards 

of patriotism. 

In his lecture Ferron confesses his skepticism of inflated ideals that are 
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propagated in order to restore the inescapable flaws of reality. As the history of fas

cism has shown, the idealistic reference to the good of the community can too easi

ly be misused to persuade citizens to support a dubious goal. Fascism owed its suc

cess to the people's willingness to become a tool of its Leader. Instead of the 

pursuit of an idealistic goal that turns citizens into puppets serving the good of the 

community, Ferron prefers the "status quo" (167) of democracy that has been 

restored in postwar Europe after the Nazi Utopia of a Third Reich has been 

shattered in Germany's defeat in war. In his lecture Ferron makes clear that he 

chooses the failings of the democratic social contract out of distrust of the idealism 

of "the dreamers of far paradises" (164-65). The weakness of democracy is at the 

same time its strength, since imperfection is already built-in its system. Whereas a 

dictatorship is based upon a silent acceptance of and a strict obedience to the rules 

of its imperfect leaders, a democratic order allows its people to raise their voices 

against governmental measures. One might even say that citizens' protests prove 

that a democracy works; criticism by its people may be called democracy's defining 

mode of existence. 

De Ballade van de Beul is set in a period when democracy was considered the 

positive answer to a serious crisis in American (moral) politics. America's 

withdrawal from Vietnam and president Nixon's involvement in the Watergate-

affair are proof of the vulnerability and the waning influence of superpower 

America. Both events are also to be regarded as a triumph of democracy, however. 

According to a persistent theory to which some American Vietnam films of the 

eighties gave life, America lost the war in Vietnam because the US soldiers lacked 

support from the homefront. The citizens at home exerted a critical influence on 

government policy (Jeffords, Remasculinization 150). Hence, the withdrawal from 

South-East Asia was basically a consequence of the will of the American people. 

Nixon's forced resignation as a result of the Watergate-controversy can be 

mentioned as another example of the working of democratic principles.4 Many 

people shared "Nixon's opinion that he lost his office because he lost his battle for 

public opinion" (Lang and Lang 95). Since a majority of the American people 

believed that he had manipulated the 1972 elections and had attempted to cover-up 

the scandal, no alternative was left to him but to resign. "Democracy at work," 

became a popular catchphrase in the media and Nixon's substitute Gerald Ford told 

the nation in his inaugural address, "Here the people rule" (qtd. in Lang and Lang 

2) . 

Western Europeans may have been irritated by the frequent references to 

democracy in America in this period for two reasons. First, from their perspective, 

these references may be seen as a makeshift, since the spirit of free enterprise is 

"deeply etched into the national creed" of America (McClosky and Zaller 150). In the 
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eyes of many Western European democrats, this spirit of individualism, which in 

pre-industrial America had promised the Utopian dream of "equal opportunity" for 

everyone, clashes with the (social-)democratic goal of "maximizing the public good" 

(7). According to these Europeans, the democratic aim of the public good can be 

served best in moderating private enterprise.5 In their eyes, the American form of 

democracy is too strongly rooted in a tradition of (rugged) individualism, based 

upon a work ethic without welfare checks for the poor. They think that their own 

version of democracy is - more than the American form with its two-party system 

and laissez-faire liberalism - grounded in (social) collectivism, in particular in coun

tries with a coalitional government, a multi-party system, and a social safety net sys

tem, as in Ferron's home country, the Netherlands. 

Second, Europeans may have been irritated by the (too) quick and serious 

ways in which Americans attempt to gloss over the crisis in politics in the mid-

seventies. Both the disastrous war in Vietnam and Nixon's tricky involvement with 

the Watergate-affair put the moral authority of America in disrepute. As a corollary 

of these events, the United States risk to lose their role as moral constable on the 

international stage. As a compensation for this moral crisis in American politics 

during the mid-seventies, Americans presume on their democratic system. In an 

attempt to uphold the idea that America is not run by a small elite of bad guys, the 

media and the new president Ford explicitly state that the general public rule in the 

United States. This statement can be interpreted by Western Europeans as a slight 

twist. In claiming that the citizens have a strong vote in the United States, 

Americans opportunistically belie their own form of democracy, based upon the 

libertarian principle of the free market, and appropriate a more egalitarian version 

of democracy, which Western Europeans consider more specific to their own 

system.6 

No wonder that Häuser who distrusts social welfare and believes in indivi

dual benefit sighs that the endlessly blue sky, signifier of the American dream, lost 

its color. He sadly acknowledges that the "times are a-changing," to quote a popular 

Bob Dylan-line. Moreover, the external narrator remarks that the history of America 

begins to resemble the history of humanity in general. De Ballade van de Beul can be 

read as a source of Western European malicious pleasure: Americans have always 

prided themselves on their uniqueness, but the only way to keep up their self-con

ceited attitude in the seventies is to get rid of the Utopia of the American dream and 

to imitate the Western European form of democracy. 

This form of democracy has a built-in fallibility. It reminds the people that a 

country is not run simply by principles and ideals, embodied in an infallible Leader, 

but by fallible politicians whose manipulatory vices have to be accepted in advance. 

In the light of this fallibility, we can interpret the phrase that "democracy is the 

worst possible system in the world, the problem is that none is better." Democracy 
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is a bad system, since it is founded upon consensus and mutual agreement among 

politicians. A politics based upon compromises does not often produce the best 

solutions, but rather the least controversial solutions. At the same time, no system 

is better, because the majority of people living in a democracy do not take its ideo

logy too seriously and/or literally. Democratic politicians do not so much aspire to 

making the most perfect decisions, but rather seek the greatest common denomi

nator. Consequently, many people tend to assume an ironic and critical detachment 

to governmental measures. I contend that an attitude of ironic distance is implicit

ly proposed in De Ballade van de Beul. This attitude is displayed by subordinate 

figures like the cynical film director David McCormack, the travelling showman Jim 

Carradyne, and the professional gambler Joe "Fingers" Veluci, who all three 

embrace notions of illusion, play, and fakery. Their ironic attitude functions as a 

counterweight to Hauser's serious devotion to the bombastic slogan - and cliché of 

westerns - "the good of the community." 

The conventions of the western are (mis)used in Ferron's novel to show the 

delusive potential of representations. Häuser seriously believed in those values for 

which the genre is notable: a clearly marked distinction between good and bad, and 

a masculine hero who both serves society and fulfils the American dream of wild 

freedom and rugged individualism, signified by the endlessly blue sky. In Ferron's 

novel, Hauserian dreams of either Self-Made Manhood or a strict sense of law and 

order are exposed as the failed projection of a European emigrant. Conventions of 

the western are used to an ironic effect in De Ballade van de Beul to moderate the 

Utopian dimension in constructions of good American masculinity, imagined as 

tough and self-willed. 

This Utopian dimension has not only been part of male American identity 

throughout the twentieth century, but also of its liberal-democratic system. The tra

dition, partly fuelled by a genre such as the western which has competition at its 

heart, decrees that American democracy has a competitive edge. In a time of politi

cal turmoil this tradition is opportunistically exchanged for the democratic slogan 

that the people rule in America. Within this historical context, De Ballade van de 

Beul can be read as a novel that challenges the Utopia of good American masculini

ty by means of ironizing the genre of the western. The disorder of European demo

cracy is implicitly proposed as a good enough alternative to the failed Utopia of self-

willed American identity. This proposal can at the same time be regarded as 

Europe's retroactive revenge: since World War II Americans have taken themselves 

as politically and morally superior to Europeans, but in a period of crisis they 

embrace an anti-utopian version of democracy in an attempt to be "more European 

than the Europeans themselves." 
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Conclusion 

De Ballade van de Beul can be characterized as a self-reflexive parody.7 As in Lucky 

Luke and the spaghetti films, the novel's ironic view of western generic conventions 

reflects a form of anti-Americanism. In the comic strip series and in Leone's 

westerns, anti-Americanism predominantly functions to displace negative feelings 

about European identity. Despite the representation of America as an uncultivated 

and superficial land, Ferron's De Ballade van de Beul is more self-reflexive, since the 

political value of an ironic distance towards the conventions of American masculine 

heroism is explored in the novel. The main protagonist Howard Häuser takes these 

conventions seriously and his earnestness makes him an anti-hero. He fantasizes 

that he is a good American and, therefore, a real man in either exploring the wide 

country or in over-identifying with law and order. 

Both choices do not make him a man. The first is hypermasculine and pro

vokes a sense of guilt. The second conflates masculinity with the letter of the law, a 

peculiar association in the genre of the western, which conventionally glorifies mas

culinity as a matter of justice. In the western, real men tend to identify with a trans

gression of the law. In turn, this identification itself is problematized in Ferron's 

novel. The good avenging hero Butler initially thinks he is fully justified in killing 

Hauser-the-hangman, but he has to revise his opinion. He begins to wonder 

whether his version of masculinity, based on the principle of taking the law into 

one's own hands, is not as illegitimate as blindly executing the law. Whereas the 

genre of the western has traditionally implied the validity of Butler's version of mas

culinity as the basis of American society, masculinity is located in De Ballade van de 

Beul in the narrow, perhaps even non-existent, margins between justice and law, 

enacted in the service of the democratic social contract. In terms of the confronta

tion between Häuser and Butler, this means that the proper punishment for Häuser 

is neither being shot in a gunfight (which would be justice), nor death by hanging 

(which would be lynch law): Hauser's life is spared in order to make him realize that 

he is guilty of over-boldness and naive idealism. 

In his adoration of the genre of the western, Häuser seriously tried to be 

"more American than the Americans themselves." He was ridiculed by figures who 

cherished the principles of play and irony. Simultaneously, the immaculate perfec

tion of America is exposed in De Ballade van de Beul as no more than mere 

appearance. Owing to this exposure, the American dream of free enterprise and 

Self-Made Manhood is exchanged for the imperfection of Western European 

democracy. De Ballade van de Beul can be seen as a form of backward malicious 

pleasure: Americans presume they are better than Europeans, but in the meantime 

they aim to be "more European than the Europeans themselves." Therefore, the ulti

mate object of ridicule are those figures who betray their own cultural history. 

Europeans who think they can find in all seriousness a far paradise in America and 
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Americans who aim to cover up a domestic crisis by declaring in deadly earnest that 

the value of the public good rules in their country, even while this value is more 

alien to the United States than to Western Europe. 
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PART FIVE 

HOMOSOCIAL AND 
HOMOSEXUAL 
RELATIONS 
"Mack, you ever been in love?" 
"No, I been a bartender all my life. " 
Wyatt Earp (Henry Fonda) and bartender (J. Farrell MacDonald) in John Ford's film 

My Darling Clementine (1946) 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

A Thin Line between Rivalry and Friendship 

For decades, homosexuality has been "unnarratable" within Hollywood conventions 

(Cohan 217). From the mid-thirties to the late sixties, film makers had to live by the 

restrictions of the Production Code Association. This Code urged them not to depict 

lustful embraces, not to use dirty dialogues, and not to show sex perversion. As a 

consequence of these requirements, there has been (and still is) a blind spot for 

homosexual desire in Hollywood films. It is left to a willing reader or spectator 

looking for clues indicating the possibility of homosexuality to fill in this vacant 

spot. Vito Russo became famous for his ability to read between the lines of 

Hollywood films in his The Celluloid Closet (1981), a project which provided the basis 

for a documentary with the same title by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman in 1995. 

Following Russo, their project took as its starting point the question of "camp" by 

asking: What if whoever reads this film identifies him- or herself explicitly as a gay 

person? Exploring this possibility, the documentary makers recognized connota

tions of homosexual desire in the ambiguous innuendo of two cowboys admiring 

each other's guns in Howard Hawks' Red River (1948) but also in the representation 

of a feminized male decorator with a preference for the color lilac in Delbert Mann's 

Lover Come Back (1961). 

This latter representation fits the stereotype of the male homosexual as a 

"sissy" who displays signifiers of "not enough" masculinity. In the nineteenth cen

tury when the term "homosexual" was first used, this stereotype was grounded on 

Karl Ulrichs' notion of the "female soul enclosed in the man's body." The range of 

this notion of the homosexual man encompassed (and often still encompasses) men 

who are the possessors of little hairy dogs, wildly gesticulating hairdressers, or the 

dandy with a more than average interest in clothes. According to these examples, 

the gender of male homosexuality is in effect feminized. Male homosexuality itself 

is then a case of "misplaced" heterosexuality (Van Alphen, "Introduction" 3): only in 

the guise of a woman can a man love another man. Since, as Cohan writes in his 

study on Hollywood movies of the fifties, "gender deviance was a conventional way 

of referring to homosexuality on screen without mentioning it" (xvi), a mismatch is 

both presumed and produced on-screen between masculinity and male homosexu

ality. The corollary to this mismatch suggests that when a man proves his mascu

linity, he simultaneously proves his heterosexual identity. 

Conventionally, a western demonstrates time and again how to prove mas

culinity. The ultimate moment is when embedded focalizers "see" how the male 

hero establishes an equation between his appearance - imagined as tough by means 

of resonances with the space he moves in - and his "being," revealed in the show-
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down. Since the gunfight between men is the pivotal moment in a western, the 

genre dwells on inter-male competition. The importance of inter-male rivalry may 

seem at first sight to clash with its symmetric counterpart, that is, male camarade

rie, another frequently recurring element in westerns.1 

In this chapter, I will contend that in fact conventional relations between 

men are characterized by an oscillation between competition and friendship, rather 

than by the exclusion of the one by the other. These relations are threatened by the 

suggestion of homosexual desire. Consequently, this suggestion is constitutively 

denied, as I will demonstrate on the basis of a scene from Howard Hawks' Rio Bravo 

(1959). Owing to this denial, this western film enacts a homosocial rather than a 

homosexual scenario. The term "homosocial," as used by Eve Sedgwick, refers to 

social bonding between men that is not (directly) sexual in nature. In .Rio Bravo, 

tight male bonding is also privileged over a heterosexual love affair, which is only 

second best. In the latter part of this chapter, I will present Andy Warhol's 

underground film Lonesome Cowboys (1969) as the reverse of Rio Bravo. In this 

avant-garde western, the self-defeating homosocial scenario is turned inside out. 

Homosexual desires of the cowboys are invoked by the hilarious staging of mascu

linity as a stock role rather than essential identity. 

The Disavowal of Male Homosexuality: Rio Bravo 

The plot of Rio Bravo focuses on the violent confrontation between two groups of 

men fighting for control of a prisoner. Joe Burdette (Claude Akins) has been 

arrested for murder and is being kept in jail by sheriff Chance. The sheriff wants to 

deliver him to the United States' marshal, who is to arrive within six days. A gang, 

paid by Joe's brother Nathan (John Russell), is planning to free the prisoner, who is 

guarded by the old, lame man Stumpy (Walter Brennan). Chance's only other aide 

is a barfly named Dude (Dean Martin) whom the sheriff once considered to be the 

best gunman with whom he had ever worked. Dude has been addicted to alcohol 

since he returned to town after an unsuccessful love affair. Chance's small circle of 

friends is expanded to include Colorado (Ricky Nelson), a young man who has 

proven his usefulness by preventing the sheriff from being trapped by Nathan's 

gang. Chance's group is strong and smart enough to resist the pressure of forty 

guns and consequently by the end of the film have succeeded in their mission. 

Chance's group are able to defend the jail because the men work together as 

a close team. As Eve Sedgwick has noted in her book Between Men, there is a sliding 

scale between social companionship and male homosexuality. This possible 

slippage, she argues, engenders a tendency among men to articulate a rupture 

within their friendly bonds in order to prevent them from becoming too friendly. 

Her book analyzes the way in which men regulate their relations with other men by 

dismissing homosexuality. She argues that the potentially unbroken male 
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continuum, which includes all kinds of relations between men from homosocial to 

homosexual, is far from continuous, however, since the male spectrum is 

characterized by a coercive double bind: "For a man to be a man's man is separated 

only by an invisible, carefully blurred, always-already-crossed line from being 

'interested in men'" (Between Men 89). 

Sedgwick delineates homosexuality as part of the male spectrum of bonds 

that many non-homosexual-identified men try to exclude from the continuum of 

social relations among men. They go to great pains to visibly disrupt the belief in an 

allegedly unbroken male continuum. To secure their place within the male spec

trum they react aggressively to homosexuality in order to exorcise suspicions that 

they might love or desire other men. Sedgwick describes this as an effort to intro

duce a profound schism within social relations among men, based on a minimal 

and ultimately vague differentiation (Between Men 201), a phenomenon she labels as 

"homosexual panic." 

In Rio Bravo there is a telling joke that helps to construct Chance and his fel

low men overtly as non-homosexual. When the lame guardian Stumpy mentions 

with injured pride that he is always doing all the sweeping and cooking and nursing, 

Chance replies teasingly: "You are a treasure. I don't know what I'll do without you." 

Then he kisses Stumpy on his head, in response to which Stumpy yells furiously 

and hits Chance with the sweeper on his bottom. The sheriff is visibly amused at 

Stumpy's act. 

On the one hand, this scene can be seen as confirming hierarchical posi

tions. Stumpy grumbles about his task, which is traditionally considered feminine 

work, because of his desire to explore his masculine potential. Chance rightly 

praises him for his readiness to fulfil his "feminine" duties, and his appreciation 

functions to pacify Stumpy's emulative desires. 

Apart from this (mock) rivalry for hierarchical positions within the male 

spectrum of relationships, however, this scene is intriguing for yet another reason. 

The sheriff kissing Stumpy is intended to be humorous, since the literalness of the 

desire Chance expresses here cannot be taken seriously. He jokingly causes panic by 

temporarily making the division between homosexual and homosocial identity 

invisible and indistinguishable. As Sedgwick's work has made clear, the absence of 

signs which visually mark any discontinuity unequivocally signifies fear. In homo-

social relations a man has to exorcise this panic, or in Stumpy's case, to sweep it 

away. Taking into account Chance's pleasure, his kiss can be seen as an attempt to 

evoke exactly this exorcising reaction in Stumpy. The lame guardian hits the 

sheriffs bottom with his broom, and thereby visually covers, if not bars, Chance's 

buttocks, a homoerotic zone par excellence. Owing to Stumpy's reaction, the 

sheriff's remark and kiss, which may literally have suggested homosexual desires, 

ultimately become comic inversions of those desires. The possibility of mutual love 
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is playfully evoked in the scene from Rio Bravo, but the suspicion of sexual bonding 

between Chance and Stumpy is immediately made intolerable. Or rather, homo

sexual desires are suggested in order to enable the men to dissociate themselves 

from same-sex love in an ironically aggressive way. 

The kissing scene from Rio Bravo reveals two things. First, the kiss between 

men is an allusion to homosexuality, but is presented only in order ultimately to 

exorcise suppositions of same-sex desire. In making fun of homosexual desires, the 

innuendo among these men produces homophobic irony within an atmosphere of 

male comradeship. Consequently, the disavowal of homosexual desire is 

constitutive of male bonding. Second, among these male friends there is an ongoing 

sense of hierarchy, bordering on the question: Who is more manly than the other? 

The sheriffs kiss could be seen as a gesture of feminizing his aide, and for that 

reason, it is a signifier of condescending sympathy. 

Feathers, with whom the sheriff is on terms of intimacy, is not tolerated 

within the group, because she may spoil the game. It is possible for a woman to 

enter a predominantly male group (e.g. like the army) insofar as she participates on 

men's terms. She has to play by the rules of competition and show "masculine" 

abilities. Feathers is disqualified from the group by the way men address her as a 

"lady," that is as a woman who corresponds to womanliness. Therefore, she is in 

advance already precluded from participation. Moreover, at one point she throws a 

flowerpot through the window in response to Colorado's request, causing the death 

of some of Chance's male opponents. She disqualifies herself from acceptance into 

his group, however, by beginning to cry and referring to herself as a "soft-headed 

idiot." 

Excluded from the group, and therefore from the main plot, Feathers can 

only figure within the subplot. Ever since her appearance in town, the sheriff has 

attempted to persuade her, indeed orders her, to leave but she never complies with 

his demands. With the lapse of time, their relation develops into one of simultane

ous attraction and repulsion until in the end, a "romance" is cemented between 

Chance and Feathers. I write romance between inverted commas, since according to 

one possible reading of the scene, it signifies the moment of her "surrender" to 

him. As I mentioned in chapter three, she understands his threat to arrest her as his 

confession of love. During the conflict with the professional gunfighters, Chance's 

aides scornfully allude to his intimacy with Feathers. In the past, the sheriff 

dissuaded Dude from leaving him for the girl with whom he was infatuated by tel

ling him that women are "no good." The rumor of Chance's interest in Feathers 

tempts Dude to an ironic reproach: "You're the expert. Me I don't know anything 

about women." 

Within this men-among-men atmosphere, being an expert on women is not 

flattering at all. Dude's caustic remark indicates that a man should not be involved 
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with women too much, for he then becomes stigmatized as a traitor of homosocial 

bonds. Realizing his betrayal, Chance departs in a bad humor after Stumpy 

continues the topic of his possible love affair. Once the conflict with Burdette's gang 

is settled, Dude and Stumpy react differently to the romance. In her hotel room 

Feathers is "arrested/loved" by the sheriff and changes her sexy outfit for a red 

bathing-wrap. The sheriff throws her tights outside the window just as Dude and 

Stumpy happen to walk by. Taking the tights in his hands, Stumpy looks up towards 

the window and asks Dude: "Do you think I ever get to be a sheriff?" Dude responds: 

"Not unless you mind your own business." Thereupon Dude smiles and Stumpy 

laughs out loud. They walk away and the lame man puts the tights around his neck. 

This final scene from the film explores the tension between homosocial 

desire and a man's relationship with a woman. During the feud with the Burdettes, 

a period of close male bonding, Chance was vilified for getting along with Feathers. 

This response indicates that a man cannot have his cake and eat it too. In moments 

when buddies depend on each other's support, a man cannot divide his time 

between his friends and a woman: he has to choose unconditionally for his 

comrades. By contrast, at the end of the film during a period of relative calm, the 

sheriff is rather envied for his relationship with Feathers. Since there is no need for 

the group to be as close as during the battle against the Burdettes, competition is 

displaced from inter-male violence between enemies (with a prisoner as their prey) 

to a witty rivalry among male friends for the possession of a desirable woman. 

Although he holds Feathers' tights in his hands, Stumpy is not really 

interested in a sexual relationship with her. He is the only one among the group 

who has not set eyes on her, since he always remained in the jail building. He is 

interested in Feathers, however, to the extent that she fits his fantasy frame. She 

appeals to him, since he has heard her spoken of as his boss' mistress. As the 

woman loved by Chance she can figure as an object of desire within an inter-male 

competitive setting. A man can beat another man by stealing away his woman. 

Stumpy's question "Do you think I ever get to be a sheriff?" when he looks up at the 

window from where the tights were thrown, can now be rephrased as: "Do you think 

that I am attractive enough to seduce a woman like Feathers, and beat the sheriff at 

the game of love so that I can replace him?" Stumpy is interested in the woman for 

the possibility she may provide for him to surpass the sheriff. 

According to this reading, a sexual relationship with a woman is embedded 

in inter-male competition. Rather than constituting a goal in and of themselves, love 

or sex with a woman are means for channeling relations among men.2 In this struc

ture, the woman functions as a go-between of the men. She might be exchangeable, 

as in the case of a man who asks his future father-in-law for the daughter's hand. 

She then is a vehicle for cementing friendly bonds between men. Or she can be the 

victim of her husband's boasting to another man about her beauty. A reading of 
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Shakespeare's poem The Rape of Lucrèce by Mieke Bal points in this direction. The 

male auditor in this text "sees" Lucrèce through her husband's verbal description, 

and rapes her. He wants to possess her not so much for who she is but rather 

because she is regarded by another man as his proud possession. Lucrèce is abused 

here as an object of inter-male rivalry (Bal, Double Exposures 235-39). 

The homosocial dimension of sex with a woman is perhaps best illustrated, 

however, by a "low-class joke" cited by Zizek (Plague 179). A poor peasant finds him

self on a desert island with the famous photo-model Cindy Crawford. After having 

sex with her, she asks him if he is fully satisfied. His answer is yes but he still has 

a small request - could she dress herself up as his best friend, put on trousers and 

paint a moustache on her face? She does not grasp his request but nonetheless 

responds to it. Then he elbows her in the ribs and tells in a boasting style: "You 

know what just happened to me? I had sex with Cindy Crawford!" 

This joke is about both heterosexual masculinity and class. First, a man who 

can "have" a famous photo-model, is valued as a real man. Second, well-paid 

female photo-models are presumed to have sex only with rich and famous men, not 

with a poor anonymous guy. When the peasant makes love to Cindy Crawford, he 

has the possibility of considerably rising in status among his male peers, since he 

now shares an experience with high-class men. The joke also demonstrates that 

heterosexual masculinity as well as class status depend on the eye of the beholder. 

The peasant only gains masculinity and class status by virtue of a third person who 

is such a trustful friend that he will fully accept his story, as if he had witnessed it 

himself. The incongruity of the story, which makes it a joke, consists of the fact that 

the woman (the third person-possessed) also has to pose as the required male wit

ness (the second person). But the incongruity also exposes that the experience of sex 

with a famous photo-model is not of more importance to a man than the presence 

of a male friend to whom he can boast about the sexual adventure. 

The structure of the required male witness is of particular relevance to the 

final scene from Rio Bravo. Dude and Stumpy do not see what happens in the room 

upstairs but the discovery of the tights offers evidence of Chance's "love-arrest" of a 

beautiful woman. Stumpy then wonders if he has a chance to become sheriff him

self, which I rephrased as: "Do you think I can vie with Chance for the same woman, 

so that I can take his place as her lover and then as sheriff?" Dude tells Stumpy that 

he should mind his own business. 

Dude's answer is once more a recognition of the sheriffs masculinity. Dude 

is so generous to the sheriff because he is grateful to him. Initially he was 

frustrated by provocative comments regarding his alcoholism that Chance directed 

at him but the sheriff's negative comments ultimately helped him to surmount the 

shakiness of his hands. This enabled him to be a full member of the team again and 

to recover his identity as a man. His answer to Stumpy - "mind your own business" 
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- confirms a belief in the sheriffs masculinity since this response can be read as: 

"Old, lame man, you yourself may be qualified enough to fulfil the job of a sheriff 

but you will definitely lose against Chance, both in terms of competitive strength 

and sexual attractiveness." Stumpy is able to see the humor of Dude's remark since 

a witty rebuke by a male friend is not necessarily to be taken as offensive. On the 

contrary, competitive kidding and grudging compliments are part of the ways men 

cherish and even strengthen their friendship (Wright 105-06). Stumpy reacts to this 

camaraderie expressed in the form of caustic irony by wearing the tights like a scarf 

around his neck. In this act of feminizing himself, he playfully shows that he 

accepts the hierarchy among men: he is not man enough to beat the sheriff. 

The homosocial relations enacted in Rio Bravo imply that love or romantic 

interest are fully at the service of male bonding. If necessary, Chance's relationship 

with Feathers has to be sacrificed to the importance of homosocial friendship that 

has disavowal of homosexuality as its key component. Subplot (love story) and main 

plot (competition with Burdettes) are interwoven with each other but never 

coincide. This is best signified by the fact that Feathers and Stumpy, by far Chance's 

most self-sacrificing and faithful aide, never meet each other. In the case of a new 

conflict the sheriff will have to choose one of these two, Feathers or Stumpy, and a 

homosocial scenario requires him to give up the woman. In that respect, Chance is 

a figure in the tradition of the Virginian who risked sacrificing his marriage to his 

beloved Molly Wood out of fear of disappointing his male friends by not opposing 

the villain's public slander. "Can't yu see how it is about a man?" he asked her twice 

(Wister 271). Molly answered no, since she could not see that his love for her has to 

give way to homosocial desire when he, as a man, reached the point of making a 

forced choice between woman or friend. 

Although Chance and the Virginian are similar in choosing their friends over 

their woman, there is nonetheless a historical difference between the two female 

characters, that is, Molly Wood, a schoolmistress in a turn-of-the-century novel, and 

Feathers, a gambling woman in a late-fifties film. I want to claim that this 

difference causes male bonding to be more intensified in Rio Bravo than in most 

westerns preceding it. Molly objected to the fight between the Virginian and his 

enemy Trampas. Nevertheless, she happily embraced the Virginian after the show

down and fully acknowledged his masculine heroism. Feathers, on the contrary, 

refuses to display an uncontested belief in the hero's masculinity like Molly or like 

women in early fifties westerns such as Shane and Hondo. These latter women are 

the faithful believers who even see a wounded man with their imagination as a real 

man. Feathers, however, is constantly on the verge of mocking and embarrassing 

sheriff Chance. For comic relief, the Mexican hotel owner Carlos in Rio Bravo holds 

oversized female underwear up against the sheriff's body: the Mexican makes him 

look like a woman.3 The entry of the woman Feathers disturbs this inter-male joke 
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which ultimately affirmed the sheriffs masculinity. Her teasing interventions both 

deny his masculinity and explicitly link him with femininity. It is attractive to frame 

her teasings historically. 

Under the influence of the image of the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, men 

in the fifties were encouraged to lead a life as white-collar worker and family man. 

Whereas men are propelled into domesticity, women in this decade increasingly 

yearn for an escape from "the blissful picture of familial felicity" (French xiv). 

Brandon French has noted that films in the late fifties such as John Huston's 

Heaven Knows, Mr. Allyson (1957), Fred Zinnemann's The Nun Story (1958) and Billy 

Wilder's Some Like It Hot (1959) harbor evidence of women's "schizoid 'double

think'" (xxi), torn as they are between culture's glorification of marriage and the 

practical malaise of domesticity. In a yet "heavily camouflaged" way (xxii), these 

films, made at the eve of the feminist revolution of the 1960s, testify to women's 

criticism of the housewife's syndrome, their commitment to career over marriage, 

and the reassertion of their equality to men. 

In the process of questioning the traditional parameters of femininity, 

women simultaneously subvert their conventional role of fully affirming men in 

their masculinity. In a timid and mildly comic way, Feathers, in Rio Bravo, repre

sents such a woman who refuses to comply with this affirmative role. This means 

that the sheriff in Hawks' film, unlike the cowboy-hero in earlier westerns, can no 

longer completely trust and depend upon a woman for acknowledgment of his mas

culine heroism. Since full support for a conventional gender divide is not to be 

expected from women, men choose to seek comfort in inter-male relations. Joan 

Meilen observes in her historical overview of representations of masculinity that in 

fifties films the male hero tried to "recover his identity through relationships with 

both women and other men," while in sixties films the male hero thinks that he can 

"trust only another man" (250).4 

While Rio Bravo is made in the cross-over period between the fifties and the 

sixties, the men in this western closely work together on the condition that they 

form an exclusive group, led by sheriff Chance, in which women, and men tied to 

women, do not participate. Whereas the marshal in High Noon vainly begs the citi

zens for their help (chapter five), the sheriff in Rio Bravo refuses the support offered 

by "well-meaning amateurs worried about their wives and kids" during the group's 

battle against a supernumerary gang of men. The exclusive character of the small 

group only reinforces the tightness of their bond with each other. From a 

homophobic perspective, an excessively close bonding always risks slipping into a 

possible suggestion of male homosexual desire. The strategy of homophobic irony 

is employed in Aio Bravo to disavow this possibility. Andy Warhol's anti-western 
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reverses this strategy and opens up the possibility of homosexual masculinity. 

Homosexual Cowboys Striking Macho Poses: lonesome Cowboys 

"Rio Limpo" is the punning title of an essay by Mark Finch on Andy Warhol's 

underground movie Lonesome Cowboys (1969).5 In what sense is the film "limp"? 

First, the film belongs to avant-garde cinema and lacks the conventional narrative 

structure of a western such as Rio Bravo. Second, generic features are distorted or 

violated. Third, and most importantly, virile display, which is a source of naivete 

and humor in conventional westerns, is enacted as a strategy to suggest male homo

sexual desire. I will discuss these three "limp" aspects and suggest how a homo

sexual orientation relates to the genre of the western. In Warhol's Pop Art western 

Lonesome Cowboys, the men are so preoccupied with displaying their machismo that 

the competitive basis of homosocial relations is disrupted. As an effect of the the

atricality of masculinity, homosexual desire is clearly alluded to. 

Lonesome Cowboys shares with other "underground" films6 a certain sloppi-

ness, grainy colors, and a preference for banal, random conversations (e.g. on hair

dos) at the expense of traditional plot structure. It borrows the setting (Tucson, 

Arizona) and the characters from westerns but there is hardly any action. Even a 

showdown is missing, considered in terms of genre conventions to be an indispen

sable climax. The cowboys - five "brothers" and the beloved stranger Julian (Tom 

Hompertz) - are just hanging around after entering a "one woman all-fag cowboy" 

town (Warhol and Hackett 259). The one woman in town is Ramona (Viva), the 

madam of a whorehouse. She is constantly accompanied by her male "Nurse" 

(Taylor Mead) who admires the cowboys and is pleased with their arrival. Ramona, 

however, despises the brothers for their physical appearance, and verbally assaults 

them: "Big men. Probably all impotent." The only newcomer she likes is Julian, a 

curly-haired boyish blonde. She vies for his love with Mickey (Louis Waldon), the 

oldest brother and leader of the pack. 

Mickey asks the marshal (Frances Francine) to chase the "perverts" Ramona 

and her Nurse out of town but the lawman refuses to comply with the cowboy-

leader's request. Then the brothers leave for the wide open country-side. When they 

return to town they gang-rape Ramona, in a strange scene where flesh never touches 

flesh: "[T]he naked [Ramona] is 'violated' by men fully clothed and buttoned up" 

(Koch no) . Now she demands that the marshal intervene roughly but he persists in 

his irresolute attitude. The marshal tells her he has other things to do "besides 

taking care of a young lady in distress." He confides to one of the brothers that they 

have to send Julian away, since his presence is the cause of all the trouble. The 

brother (Julian Burroughs) retorts that the marshal himself has to undertake action, 

since he is the "voice of authority." The marshal backs down, however, and answers: 
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"It's easy for you to say I have no spine. I've had no complaints until you come into 
town." 

The quote is particularly telling by virtue of its repeated emphasis on the 
marshal's refusal to act adequately. He violates his social function which requires 
him to radiate strength and authority. In terms of generic conventions, however, 
there is a clear "explanation" for the marshal's failure: he is not manly enough since 
he is a drag queen. His preference for feminine clothes is revealed later in the film. 
He dresses like an "Indian squaw" for one of Ramona's clients and in addition to a 
wig also wears make-up. The brothers do not condemn or despise the drag act in 
itself and some of the boys try on dresses themselves. But Mickey criticizes the 
advantage the marshal obtains from his "feminization": "You have it easy in all your 
life. You put a few things on now and then and change your personality. Look what 
we've to put up with." 

Taken literally, Mickey argues against the strategy of masquerade. He 
reproaches the marshal for hiding behind a mask of femininity when he should be 
keeping up an impression of maleness according to his symbolic mandate. Mickey's 
problem is that the transvestite disguise functions, in his eyes, as an excuse for 
irresoluteness. The marshal's identification with womanliness comes to connote his 
inability to disguise his passivity and cowardice: his weakness and failed authority 
can be displaced onto his womanly side. He (mis)uses femininity to protect himself 
from "what men have to put up with." 

Within the context of the genre, Mickey's criticism sounds reasonable. 
Within the context of Lonesome Cowboys, however, his criticism becomes hilarious. 
The brothers are constantly playing cowboys, dressed in an appropriate outfit and 
striking macho poses. They look like virile cowboys, "tall in the saddle" (according 
to the Nurse), but actually that is all they do. They are concerned about their looks 
but never take the pains to act according to their tough appearance. Considering 
that the brothers are only showing off as tough guys, Mickey's comment ("Look 
what we've to put up with") is sheer parody. His reproach to the passive marshal can 
be interpreted as: "Your job requires you to act when we call on you, but your drag 
act releases you from your obligation. However, we ourselves have to live up to the 
expectations created by our macho outfit, appearances, and poses. Unlike you, we 
are supposed to take masculinity seriously." Mickey's comment is hilarious 
because he implies that he and his brothers live up to the standard of masculine 
"being," whereas they are in fact characterized by lazy inactivity and theatrical dis
plays of apparent virility. 

The scene which best illustrates their strong identification with the imagery 
of masculinity is the one in which Eric (Eric Emerson) and his brother Joe (Joe 
Dallesandro) discuss building up their pelvis, something that facilitates a cowboy 
grabbing for his gun. Eric begins doing ballet steps and leg exercises, while drawing 
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attention to his buttocks, which are emphasized by tight trousers. In a convention

al western, building up the pelvis would be a means for enhancing the chances of 

winning a gunfight. In Lonesome Cowboys, there is a different priority at play. The 

cowboys are not interested in increasing their speed in a showdown. Their gun, 

which they never use but only carry along, is simply an excuse for their goal: overt

ly exposing a sexualized male body. For whom is this body exposed? The answer is 

not to be missed: for other men. From the start, Ramona emphasizes that she can

not stand the cowboys but the Nurse is mightily impressed. His hyperbolic positive 

comments are in glaring contrast to Ramona's disdain. The cowboys ride on horse

back at a snail pace but he fears being overrun by them, since they have no brakes. 

To him, they must be real men. When the cowboys are filmed in rapidly edited 

shots, the Nurse's voice-over resounds: "Look at them, look at them." 

Lonesome Cowboys abounds in stagings of male sexuality for other men. A 

scene which surprisingly foregrounds the staging of homosexuality is the bizarre 

gang-rape of Ramona on her ranch-alias-bordello. Ramona is stripped naked, but 

the cowboys refuse to undress themselves. They remain emphatically dressed as 

machos and they do not appear intent on penetrating the woman. According to 

Stephen Koch, this episode is a façade of rape, and is finally a statement of how 

deeply Ramona is not wanted (no). This interpretation can be reinforced by a con

sideration of the Nurse, who continually accompanies Ramona. The Nurse is 

included in a rough but also loving way that makes the rape look like an imitation 

of a tender boyish romp. In this scene, the contacts between the men appear more 

important than the supposed stake: sex with a woman. The cowboys are more 

interested in mutual male intercourse than in the naked Ramona. The rape scene 

functions as a constructed act of irony that explicitly performs their disinterest in 

sex with a woman. The woman's body is violently defiled as a showcase, but as 

homosexual men the outlaws in the film present themselves as totally indifferent to 

the spectacle. 

Because of the cowboys' disinterest in Ramona, her role differs from the 

usual female function in westerns like Rio Bravo of determining and canalizing the 

relations between men. Taking the "jokey articulation of rape" into account, it 

seems more productive, as Thomas Waugh suggests, to read "Warhol's females as 

'queens' rather than as "women"' (54). "Queen" Ramona is herself "desirous" and 

"operates with a specific gay male orality" (53), competing with the brothers for pret

ty boy Julian. Ramona is the only one shown making love to Julian in a scene which 

inverts genders so that Ramona plays "Romeo" and Julian "Juliet" (Kokker 165). In 

an ironic replay of Shakespeare's text, Ramona tells Julian that she wants to take her 

own life after having known such pure love. She commits suicide by taking a 

poisoned leaf but Julian is too passive to do likewise. 

In addition to the different role given the woman, Lonesome Cowboys trans-
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gresses the frontier separating homosocial bonding from homosexual relations. In 

a western like Rio Bravo, men settle their camaraderie through its apparent coun

terpart, that is, competition. Witty rivalry among men is indispensable for 

determining and confirming a man's place within the group's hierarchy. In Rio 

Bravo, this witty rivalry is a condition for resolving a violent conflict with another 

group. By contrast, there is no craving for violent inter-male confrontations in 

Lonesome Cowboys. In a homosocial western, male bonding is at the service of the 

gunfight with a hostile individual or group. This fight functions as the ultimate test 

of manliness. In Warhol's film, a showdown is blatantly absent. Since Lonesome 

Cowboys ignores the cornerstone of masculinity, that is murderous competition 

between men, masculinity is foregrounded as mere appearance. 

The notion of masculinity as appearance recalls my earlier discussion of 

virile display on the basis of a scene from King Vidor's film Man Without a Star. A 

young tenderfoot wants to make a sturdy impression and buys an exaggerated cow

boy suit. He hopes to be recognized as a true man but the effect is the opposite. His 

clothes reveal an unintended over-identification with masculine imagery, which is 

on a par with not enough masculinity. He misunderstands that the attempt to com

pensate for a failure is a failure in itself. He is not well versed in the rule that a man 

has to be exactly right without effort, or he is completely wrong. The code of the 

West teaches men that any attempt to imitate masculinity (when discovered as 

imitation) is by definition an absolute failure. 

The tenderfoot cowboy's attempted demonstration of virility in Vidor's Man 

Without a Star is ridiculed by the saloon guests because for them his appearance 

functions as the wrong answer to the problem of masculinity. For them, masculini

ty is a process exclusively based on a natural revelation via deadly gun skills. In the 

opinion of a cowboy, a straightforward identification with masculinity means that 

he is prepared to risk his life in a violent competition. In Lonesome Cowboys, this 

identification is disrupted. The marshal tries to escape competitive impulses by 

choosing a drag act, that is, he refuses identification with male imagery. In contrast, 

Mickey and his brothers cope with masculinity via over-identification. Their virile 

display cannot be considered a matter of failing to understand the codes of the West. 

Coming from the artist who was often referred to as the pope of Pop, it makes more 

sense to read Lonesome Cowboys within the queer context of Pop Art.7 

The avant-garde movement of Pop Art that reached its apex in the 1960s is 

best known for its preoccupation with mass culture images and stock roles (though 

this of course is quite a generalization). Being a gay man "before Stonewall and 

identity politics" (Flatley 102),8 stock roles were less accessible to Warhol than to 

others (103). Both his sexual identity and his resistance to occupying stock bodily 

roles made him an outsider. By exploding such roles and by de-reifying already 

recognizable public images in his art, Warhol made himself an insider. His Pop Art 
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was challenging in its days for reconsidering the divide between underground/ 

outside and popular culture/inside. In his own words: "Pop Art took the inside and 

put it outside, took the outside and put it inside" (Warhol and Hackett 3). 

Warhol's film is an anti-western because it explores this dialectic of 

inside/outside. Relations among men which are filled with (too much) loving ten

derness are put inside the genre. The cowboy's conventional desire to triumph 

violently over another man, which is constitutive of westerns, is put outside the 

genre. In dismissing the competitive basis of tough masculinity, the men in 

Lonesome Cowboys are only left with the trappings of masculinity. Since the driving 

force of the western genre is removed by ignoring inter-male violence, the 

emphasis shifts from presumed authenticity to surface and imagery. Rather than 

the question "Am I a real man in terms of identity?" the question "Do I give good 

face as a man?" becomes central. The cowboys prefer to make a showcase of mas

culine bravado: Eric considers his brother Joe a tough guy because his sexy jacket 

makes him look "butch." Thanks to the emphasis on appearance, tough masculini

ty in Lonesome Cowboys is made theatrical. Since the signifiers of masculinity are 

ironically overdone in Warhol's western, the "effect of a masquerade" (Van Alphen, 

"Introduction" 5), traditionally a mark of femininity, is produced. Earlier I said that 

the subversion of gender stability was a conventional way to open up the space for 

the representation of homosexual desire in films prior to Stonewall. The men in 

Lonesome Cowboys, however, are not simply endowed with signifiers of femininity, 

but their bodies are sexualized by means of their tongue-in-cheek over-identification 

with macho poses, which create the effect of (feminine) masquerade 9 

Conclusion 

A western like Hawks' Rio Bravo shows that men constantly have to compromise 

their desires, since conventional masculinity prospers in homosocial relations that 

simultaneously have a companionable and a competitive aspect. If necessary, they 

have to sacrifice their love for a woman to their loyalty to a male friend or group. At 

the same time, camaraderie is not allowed to tip over into love, since even a man's 

best buddy is always-already his rival. The competitive edge makes disavowal of 

homosexuality a structuring component of inter-male relations in westerns. 

Warhol's Lonesome Cowboys is a "limp" western because it refuses to disavow 

homosexuality. In the period before 1969, homosexual desire could only be 

acknowledged in films situated outside the mainstream, for example in 

underground movies, which, Dyer notes, were always recognized as sustaining a 

very gay tradition (Now You See It 102). The editors of the volume Pop Out: Queer 

Warhol remark that, because of the problematic and virtually impossible place of 

homosexual identity in the mainstream's public eye, "Warhol was never entirely 
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'out' nor 'in' the closet" (4). His frontier position towards sexuality is clearly 

expressed in a quotation from Warhol himself on the nature of the boys' brother

hood in his film: ". . . they aren't really brothers, they're, well, friends, sleeping 

together, or whatever, but they say they're brothers so people won't talk" (qtd. in 

Gidal 132). 

Warhol's remark can be seen as cultivating the closeted atmosphere of homo

sexuality. If the strategy of the closet prescribes "Don't tell," Warhol ironic 

response can be transcribed as: "I will not say that they are homosexual but I will 

only tell what I have done to conceal this fact." Warhol's film is made in a period 

when there was a blind spot for same-sex desire in a popular narrative genre like the 

western. This blind spot is circumscribed in Lonesome Cowboys when inter-male 

competition is ignored and the comradeship between men is represented as 

exaggeratedly idyllic. By doing so, this Pop Art western refigures masculinity as 

virile display: the cowboys are obsessed with butch imagery and macho poses. Their 

theatrical over-investment in masculinity and their unpronounced but nevertheless 

suggestively flirtatious behavior among each other open up a space for the repre

sentation of homosexual desire in a film made on the eve of Stonewall. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Rivalry Suspended by "Friend-friendship" 

The back cover of Arson! (1992), the first novel in the Dakota Taylor series by 

American writer Cap Iversen, announces that the main protagonist Dakota Taylor is 

a "gunslinger in the Louis L'Amour tradition." The reference to L'Amour, the best-

selling postwar author of a vast number of traditional westerns, is quite 

appropriate, since the series borrows many elements from his pulp fiction. Like 

L'Amour's books, Iversen's novels consist of run of the mill story lines, full of com

mon generic features including tense situations in saloons, last-minute rescues, and 

gun-blazing action.1 Moreover, the cool and tough Dakota Taylor is much like the 

regular hero in a Louis L'Amour novel such as Hondo (discussed in chapter two) 

"but with one difference: he likes other men" (back cover). Hence, Cap Iversen's 

series, starting with Arson! and followed by Silver Saddles (1993) and Rattler! (1995), 

apparently offers both a pulp version of competitive masculinity and an account of 

homosexual desire. 

Whereas Warhol's pre-Stonewall film Lonesome Cowboys visualized the faking 

of inter-male sex in an unconventional plot, Iversen's novels describe actual sexual 

acts (but no hard core) in a relatively traditional plot structure. It seems as if 

Iversen's Dakota Taylor series, written in a period in which "[homos] are 

everywhere" (Bersani, Homos n ) , can evoke homosexual desire and simultaneously 

adhere to the most fundamental convention of the western genre, that is, inter-male 

violence. In Warhol's western, competition is sacrificed and masculinity is mocked 

in order to suggest homosexual desire. On the basis of Cap Iversen's Dakota Taylor 

novels, the other side of the same coin is explored, starting from the question: How 

do explicit descriptions of homosexuality affect competitively based constructions of 

masculinity? 

A Spoiled Came of Inter-male Competition: Dakota Taylor 

Cowboy hero Dakota Taylor has the role of internal narrator in Iversen's novels, in 

sharp contrast to the heroes in L'Amour's fiction. Throughout this study, I 

emphasized that a narrating hero has a choice between two options. Either he 

exposes himself as a braggart ("I am the fastest") or he has to mute his presentation 

of his own heroism. In the Cap Iversen's series, the first approach is not complete

ly discarded. After killing Peter Fontane, Dakota states that there is no gunfighter 

left who poses a threat to him: he declares that he is unbeatable (Silver 91). 

Despite such a boast, the second choice of downplaying his own achieve

ments as a presumed hero is also increasingly emphasized. In a confrontation with 

a famous crackerjack shot, Dakota aims for his opponent's heart. Due to his poor 
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eyesight Dakota misses, but the bullet accidentally shoots the pistol out of his adver

sary's hand. Onlookers interpret Dakota's shot as proof of his skill as a gunfighter 

and spread his name. As Dakota admits, he "became a legend because he was too 

vain to wear spectacles" (Arson 25). Moreover, his fame is enlarged because a whole 

series of thin paper, two-cent books are dedicated to him. To Dakota, these books 

are "just stories" {Silver 195). He indicates that many things are said about him that 

are not true: the stories just get "bigger and bigger" (201). In short, Dakota's repu

tation as a hero can be attributed to exaggeration and misapprehension. 

The role of the gunslinger as narrator, however, is tremendously significant 

in the Dakota series. The external narrator in a L'Amour novel mentions how the 

cowboy hero when he enters a saloon, inspires all guests with awe for his rugged 

appearance that suggests a virile masculine identity. The internal narrator in 

Iversen's novels by contrast relates that he visits saloons to "cruise." He aims to 

attract other men's looks for his homoerotic radiation rather than for his masculine 

appearance.2 Dakota explains that he has the habit of preening "like a peacock" 

(Silver 19) and of exchanging glances with handsome men. In Arson! when a game 

of cards requires all his attention, Dakota cannot resist inspecting pretty fellows 

pointedly. The dandy Bennie Colsen Jr., dressed in a white silk shirt with hundreds 

of miniature pearl buttons, immediately catches his look although Dakota tries hard 

to concentrate on the cards in his hands. A card-player in a western is usually seen 

as completely focussed and calm, but Dakota reveals that he is further distracted 

from the game because the boy has the peppery smell of talc, whereas most men 

smell like the outdoors. The advantage of Dakota's role as narrator is the "inside 

information" he explicitly offers about his homosexual desire, conventionally taken 

as the "love that dare not speak its name." 

In the nineteenth-century untamed West where everyone knows each other 

and a man lacks the anonymity of the city (Arson 113), homosexual cowboys cannot 

be open about their desire. Officially, as Bennie explains to Dakota, a man loving 

another man can be persecuted for his preference because it is considered a "crime 

against nature" (214). In the wild West, they even run the risk of being lynched by 

a mob, since many men would like to string up "a couple of sodomites" (Rattler 77). 

So when a boy calls Dakota a sodomite in public and compares him to a woman 

because he beds down with other men, the saloon guests take the boy's remarks for 

a vulgar accusation that begs for a violent response. Dakota is actually amused and 

not dishonored at all but he knows that he cannot ignore the rumor. Once the boy 

expands his accusations that Dakota is a homosexual with slander that he is also a 

coward who has left his mother to die alone, Dakota sees sufficient reason to fight 

with the kid after all. In a showdown watched by a huge crowd, Dakota shoots the 

boy's right hand to pieces (Silver 102-04). 



part f ive chapter thirteen 231 

The scene illustrates that the saloon customers expect Dakota to respond 

with violent action to the rumor that he engages in sodomy. In their eyes, the sug

gestion of his being a "man's man" has to be expelled. Due to this atmosphere of 

"homosexual panic," Bennie decides to remain secretive about his own homosexual 

desires. At the same time he is also anxious to reveal his secret to someone. The 

only person to whom he had ever revealed that he would never marry a woman was 

his brother Daniel. In an angry mood, his brother told the secret to his father. Since 

both are dead now, no living person knows about Bennie's "Whitmanish sort of 

thing" (Arson 78), as his father characterized Bennie's homosexual preference. 

Dakota, hired to revenge the murder of Bennie's family, is elected as the one with 

whom Bennie will share his secret. Like all secrets, however, the implication of 

telling it is that it constitutes an enjoinder to silence by both people involved, in 

particular by the listener. 

There is a major difference between heterosexual and homosexual mascu

linity at this point. Heterosexual masculinity requires a "third" in the role of wit

ness. A love affair with a famous female model begs for the proximity of a man's 

best buddy to whom he can recount the sexual encounter, as the joke about the 

peasant and Cindy Crawford on a desert island illustrated. By contrast, homosexual 

masculinity within an atmosphere of panic regarding same-sex desire prefers to rely 

on the presence of a second person who has either the role of simply listening to the 

revelation or the role of sexual partner. Should Bennie's secret be revealed, he 

knows immediately who is to blame, namely the person in whom he has put his 

trust. Moreover, in the case where only a second person is involved denial is still 

possible: Your word against my word. Hence, the most appropriate way to disclose 

the secret about one's sexual preference is in the form of a confession. In this 

respect, the whole series can be considered as confessional literature, which con

ventionally rests on the use of a first person narrator with us, readers, as the second 

person.3 

The question that still remains is: Why all this secrecy with so much ado? 

Why can a man not be open about gay love in a predominantly all-male environ

ment? In his study Homos, Leo Bersani offers an intriguing answer to this question. 

I will suggest an added twist to his argument on the basis of Iversen's western 

novels. Bersani discusses the issue of gays in the military, addressed by president 

Clinton after his election in 1992 during the first week of his first term. Clinton's 

proposal to acknowledge the presence of homosexuals in the military was intensely 

controversial and resulted in the compromise policy of "Don't ask, don't tell, don't 

pursue" (Homos 17). This policy suggests, as Bersani claims, that the average soldier 

is more alarmed by the prospect of gay men coming out for their homosexuality 

than by having gay men as colleagues. The homosexual speech act is more 

dangerous than the suppressed presence. 
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Bersani tries to reconstruct the logic behind this military policy. He reasons 

that as long as gay soldiers may not speak their sexuality, they will hide their 

difference from their heterosexual fellows and keep pace with the rules and culture 

of the army. As soon as they are allowed to articulate their sexuality, however, they 

might as well perform their roles as military men in a way that further delineates 

their distinctness. The army is an institution which derives its strength from a fixed 

hierarchy: every man is given a specific role and has to discharge this role absolute

ly seriously. According to Bersani's argument, the seriousness of roles - which in a 

military context constitutes masculine identity - is put into doubt by the homosexu

al speech act. Bersani concludes that gay men will start to see their "own theatrica

lities as incompatible with the monolithic theatricality of military masculinity" 

(Homos 18-19). Bersani's argument can be seen as an extension of the workings of 

Warhol's film. Bersani reveals that in emphasizing and admitting gayness, mascu

linity risks losing its seriousness and is put on display. In addition to the danger of 

theatricality, Iversen's westerns enable me to observe that masculinity is affected by 

another threat: the game of competition becomes corroded in the context of homo

sexual desire. 

On the basis of the scene from Rio Bravo I argued how homophobic irony 

structures relations among men in westerns. These relations are characterized by an 

oscillation between friendship and rivalry. The disavowal of homosexuality is a key 

component in male bonding (Zizek, Plague 24) because same-sex desires threaten to 

disrupt this oscillation. In the case of a man-loving-man, the intimacy of friendship 

can become too strong as a result of which competition, the twin-opposite of cama

raderie, fades away. Several quotations from different homosexual characters in the 

Dakota series attest to the possible shift of values: 

(Dakota): Killing men I had made love to was not one of my favorite 

pastimes. The money never seemed worth it. (Arson 97). 

(Professional killer Ryder McCloud): The day you start caring about 

somebody is the day you should hang up them guns. (Arson 108) 

(Willie Blue Eyes, with whom Dakota has a one night stand): I don't 

particularly like killing men I've slept with. (Silver 95) 

These quotations all suggest what can go "wrong" with male homosexual 

relationships from the perspective of homosocial competition. Relations between 

men are embedded within an endless competitive chain. In the case of homosexu

ality, affection can overrule the urge for rivalry. The other man becomes a "friend-

friend," in the words of Bennie (Arson 189). This duplication of the word "friend" to 

characterize gayness means that camaraderie with another man progresses too far. 

As a consequence, the competitive chain no longer includes every man and its spell 
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is broken. As soon as a gunfighter is no longer prepared to fight/kill the man with 
whom he has slept, the competition becomes corroded. „ 

This corrosion comes to the fore in the conflict between Dakota and Ryder 
McCloud, hired by Bennie's enemy Anderson. A professional killer, Ryder is 
Dakota's "twin lover" (Arson 96), since they had some sexual encounters in the past 
and Dakota thinks that they are very much alike: both childishly stubborn and sore 
losers. According to Dakota, Ryder is "passionate and warm when it [comes] to 
loving" but "cold when it [comes] to killing" (67). In other words, Ryder separates 
his job from his sexual pleasure. Dakota suggests that Ryder is a man who will not 
be seduced into feeling too much affection for another man. He will relentlessly 
stick to his duty and do everything necessary to sustain his reputation as a 
gunfighter. 

In Arson! Dakota and Ryder are maneuvered into a position where they are 
obliged to directly confront each other. Bennie and Anderson's men are nearby, but 
they are not close enough to witness what actually happens. Dakota desperately 
needs water, whereas Ryder has to ensure that they die, either from dehydration or 
by being shot by him. Dakota wonders whether Ryder will have mercy on him and 
decides to take the risk. When he stands in the field of fire, Ryder starts to shoot, 
"purposely missing me, but not by much" (146). Dakota guesses that Ryder spared 
him because there were no witnesses to the scene. Some moments later, Dakota 
surprises Ryder and due to his bad eyesight accidentally wounds his twin lover in 
the waist. Dakota had not meant to draw blood, since his opponent "deserved love, 
certainly deserved my love" (158). Ryder concedes defeat and hits the saddle, leaving 
Dakota behind, regretting that they had no time to blow kisses. The confrontation 
between the two men illustrates that their usual mercilessly competitive attitude is 
temporarily side-tracked when the opponent is also a former lover. 

The confrontation between the two hired gunfighters Dakota and Ryder 
exposes the danger lurking behind a homosexual love-affair in westerns: amorous 
cowboys spoil the rules of the game of murderous homosocial rivalry. As (former) 
"friend-friends" they forget, in the absence of witnesses, the priority of inter-male 
competition. Their confrontation reveals an intriguing deadlock. Their desire for 
each other prevents them from fighting as ruthless as they did previously. At the 
same time, a solid relationship based on love between the two hired gunfighters is 
bound to fail, since they both participate in the game of being the best cowboy 
among cowboys. The two men are too professional to completely ignore each other 
as rivals, which makes it difficult for them to enter into a lasting love affair. It seems 
no coincidence that the sex that Dakota had with Ryder is only remembered as a 
quick albeit hot encounter from the past. 

In contrast to Dakota's brief encounter with Ryder, Bennie has become 
Dakota's long-time lover. Whereas Ryder was a tough professional, Bennie is a 
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female-identified gay man, fully conscious of his identity as a "homosexual," his 

favorite word. In contrast to Dakota who likes rowdy towns, populated by tough 

men, Bennie appreciates welcoming committees because they establish a certain 

amount of decorum (Rattler 49). Therefore, Bennie is much more impressed by 

properly dressed men and flowery poetry than by gunplay and stagecoach-jumping. 

As a feminized man, Bennie can be said to conform to the old stereotype of the 

"sissy." The association between male homosexual identity and femininity has 

always been a tenacious one. I want to offer an explanation for this association from 

the perspective of male homosocial desire. By feminizing homosexual men or 

calling them "faggots," they are implicitly banished from participating in the com

petition between men. Via such exclusion, inter-male rivalry is safeguarded against 

corrosion and reaffirmed as a battle between "real" men. 

The Dakota Taylor series can be read as a comment upon the one-sided repre

sentation of the feminized male homosexual. For decades, a female soul is 

considered as the cause of male homosexuality on the assumption that there exists 

a fixed, crosswise relation between gender and sexual preference. With the advent 

of queer theory from the late 1980s onwards, the inessential and multiply-sited 

character of sexuality has become a key concern. In this regard, the tough homo

sexual cowboy is exemplary of the problematization of gender and sexual identities 

within queer theory. Masculinity is not only a privileged problem for heterosexual 

men, but for homosexual men as well. Femininity is no longer regarded as the cause 

of male homosexuality, but, as we saw in the discussion of Lonesome Cowboys, femi

ninity can also be the theatrical effect of gay macho display. 

Besides the pluralizing of gay male identities, the Dakota Taylor series offers 

a criticism of the nature of homosocial competition. According to Dakota, Bennie, 

an untalented gunfighter himself (Arson 128), is virtually the only person who does 

not understand the importance of his guns (Rattler 54). Due to him, Dakota has 

become a farmer who has let his Colt .44s corrode (Silver 15). When people address 

and remember Dakota as a famous gunfighter, Bennie, on his way to visit his 

favorite poet Walt Whitman, is quick to correct the slip of the tongue: "Ex-

gunfighter" (Rattler 23, 76). Since Bennie does not see, or rather, refuses to see his 

lover in the guise of a gunfighter, rivalry between them has even been rendered 

almost null and void. Bennie's refusal to yearn for a competitively structured mas

culinity makes Dakota disinterested in showing off his heroic skills in the company 

of his lover. Dakota confesses, "When I was with Bennie I didn't particularly care 

about being the fastest or the best or the winner" (Rattler 101). 

Since his beloved Bennie does not have an eye for masculine bravado, Dakota 

has lost the appetite for proving his toughness in the presence of his friend-friend. 

Consequently, rivalry between them can be suspended. This suspension ultimately 

creates the condition in which the sexual relationship between Bennie and Dakota 
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can blossom. This condition reveals a certain clash: the less a man sees his male 

lover in competitive terms, the more their sexual relationship has a chance to suc

ceed. This raises the question whether a gay western is not an oxymoron. Is a 

western which represents male homosexual desire, irrespective of all its other con

ventional elements, not "limp" by definition? This question may be answered in the 

affirmative on the basis of Iversen's Dakota series, since love with a dear "friend-

friend" can only fully develop when murderous rivalry, the fundamental element in 

a western, is suspended, or even ignored. 

In the Dakota Taylor novels, homosexual masculinity is constructed at a cost, 

which is in fact a strategic advantage, since it short-circuits homosocial competition. 

In the confrontation between the tough hired guns Dakota and Ryder, sexual desire 

for each other rules over the obligation to mercilessly fight each other. In the sexu

al relationship between the female-identified Bennie and the male-identified 

Dakota, Bennie's disinterest in "tough" heroism incites Dakota's indifference to 

compete with his lover. Hence, the sexual bond between the two men breaks the 

chain of deadly inter-male rivalry. 

Conclusion 

Iversen's Dakota Taylor series is impossible within the tradition of the western 

genre because of the representation of homosexual desire, the one distinguishing 

mark that separates his novels from conventional western fiction. This desire can 

only be written at the expense of a violent inter-male rivalry, a cornerstone of the 

regular western. The necessary sacrifice is a characteristic and recurrent pattern of 

reading masculinities in the kaleidoscope of westerns examined in parts two to five. 

The general lesson to be drawn on the basis of the wide range of westerns in this 

study - countering the prejudice "If you've seen one, you've seen them all" - is that 

each violation of a particular generic convention exacts some cost in the form of an 

exposure of the cowboy's masculinity as a construction that is by definition incom

plete. At the same time, these violations of particular generic conventions open up 

the space for elements which are repressed in traditional westerns. 

The conventional hero is exclusively honored as the fastest man alive but the 

non-acknowledged gunfighter who took up the role of internal narrator, is posthu

mously rehabilitated. The father, usually absent in the western, pops up as the 

impossible rival in some fifties films and only turns into a possible opponent for the 

cowboy-son as soon as the father misidentifies himself as embodiment of the sym

bolic Law. The moment the hero realizes his missed meeting with the Indians, he 

becomes aware of his whiteness. The cowboy in European westerns is time and 

again represented with a humorous or hyperbolic twist and offers an intriguing 

reflection on the function of irony in the construction of cultural-historical identity. 
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And finally, gay cowboys reverse the rule that homosocial relations must be chosen 

over sexual relations. 

All these elements - the cowboy's act of narration; his paralysis in the face-

off with his father; the strange affinity between wildness and whiteness; the role of 

European irony; and the representation of male homosexual desire - present them

selves as the barred underside of the traditional American cowboy's heroism which 

crucially depends on the way the focalizers' belief in his masculinity can be 

orchestrated. Their ways of seeing the cowboy, and hence their belief in him, is cul

turally and historically determined. The role of these focalizers, then, is to mediate 

between masculinity and cultural history. In this study I focussed on several 

westerns in which the conventional usage of this mediating role is obstructed. We 

as readers tend to believe in the hero's manifestation of masculinity through char

acter-bound focalizers who tend to see the cowboy with eyes of imagination. As soon 

as these focalizers suspend their belief in the cowboy's heroism, we as readers are 

encouraged to reconsider the apparent smoothness of the traditional scenario. Due 

to the suspension of their and our belief in tough heroism, the cowboy's masculini

ty is revealed as a vulnerable construction, based on an illusion that manipulates the 

eye of the beholders.4 
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Notes 
Introduction 

1 In Dutch culture, this suffocating atmosphere is associated with a petty-

bourgeois mentality. 
2 "Neem een cowboyfilm. Zo'n cowboy, heeft die nou geen ouders die hij af 

en toe opzoekt? En zo niet, zijn die ouders dan overleden of is die cowboy-jongen 

een vondeling? Heeft-ie geen broers, zusters, en wat voor opleiding heeft-ie gehad? 

Hoor je toch nooit iets van." For reasons of consistency, all paraphrases of dialogue 

in this study are my own. 

? "Gender" is a term used in distinction to the term "sex." Sex is the biologi

cal denominator corresponding to "nature": anatomically, a person is a woman or a 

man. Gender is the social and cultural signification of sex: conventionally, a woman 

is taught to behave like a woman and a man like a man. The usefulness of the 

sex/gender distinction has been challenged by those cultural critics who claim that 

"sex" is as cultural, that is, un-natural, as gender. To suggest that sex is itself 

already a gendered category is not to deny the materiality of the body, but to 

emphasize that this materiality is an effect of power (Petersen 122). 

4 "Male trouble" is a reference to the volume of the same title (1993), edited 

by Constance Penley and Sharon Willis. 

5 Michael Kimmel cites an extensive list of American studies since the late 

seventies by men who have started to write history of themselves as men (363-64). 

An early well-known European study on masculinity is Klaus Theweleit's 

Männerphantasien. Its first volume originally appeared in 1977 (translation 1987) 

and its second in 1980 (translation 1989). Theweleit describes how the male warri

or ideal is constructed in the period of the German Freikorps preceding the rise of 

Nazism. 
6 Showing how masculinity also engages women is the easiest way to 

illustrate that masculinity is not always about men. Notable examples of gun-toting 

women in the genre of the western are Vienna (Joan Crawford) in Nicholas Ray's 

Johnny Guitar (1954) and Ellen (Sharon Stone) in Sam Raima's The Quick and the 

Dead (1995). Ellen is the first woman ever to participate in the public quick-draw 

contests in Redemption, organized by the town's patriarch John Herod (Gene 

Hackman). For men, these contests are sensational and murderous games of com

petition, but as a woman Ellen is presumed to have another stake. Herod views her 

with immediate suspicion and tries to figure out who she is. In the end, she reveals 

her identity and takes revenge on Herod, who was responsible for her father's death. 
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7 Representations "do not operate on some blank page" (Tasker 152) but are 

burdened with their own histories. These histories determine whether representa

tions are coded as predominantly masculine or feminine (or both at the same time) 

and how these representations are embedded within asymmetrical structures of 

power. Some forms of masculinity can clash as much, or even more with other mas

culinities than with versions of femininity. Whereas the cowboy is a masculine 

figure who maintains a distance from women and cherishes the comfort of male 

buddies, the Don Juan-type is precisely masculine by virtue of his seduction of 

many women. The male hard-rock pop star is considered highly masculine on the 

basis of his rough music and lifestyle despite his "feminized" look: earrings, tight-

fitting jeans, and long hair. 

8 The notion of the western hero as the object of the look complies with Steve 

Neale's article "Masculinity as Spectacle" in Screen (1983), one of the first to address 

masculinity in film. This article was written as a response to Laura Mulvey's semi

nal essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," originally in Screen (1975). 

Mulvey asserted that the woman in (Hollywood) film can be said to "connote to-be-

looked-at-ness," whereas the male hero is represented as the "bearer of the look" (19). 

Neale agrees with Mulvey's analysis about the awkward relation between cinema 

and femininity insofar as she limits herself to a discussion of film noir and 

Hitchcock's movies. In "male" genres such as war films, westerns and gangster 

movies, however, male figures themselves become part of the spectacle. The women 

in the films discussed by Mulvey are visualized in an erotic way. By contrast, as 

Neale explains, erotic viewing of the male body in war films and westerns is dis

avowed and repressed. In these genres, Neale notes, the exchanges of looks between 

men are "marked not by desire, but rather by fear, or hatred, or aggression" (14). 

9 I endorse Leo Bersani's assumption that psychoanalytic accounts are not 

"cast-iron," for they are characterized by moments of internal incoherence. Bersani 

writes: "Psychoanalysis is an unprecedented attempt to give a theoretical account of 

precisely those forces which obstruct, undermine, play havoc with theoretical 

accounts themselves" (Freudian Body 4). One value of (re)reading these accounts, 

relevant to this study, is that these moments of incoherence can be explored in a 

productive way. 
10 One of the key assumptions of the New Historicism, "a phrase without an 

adequate referent" (Veeser x), is the interdisciplinary notion that "literary and non-

literary 'texts' circulate separately" (xi). The New Historicism is "new in its refusal 

of unproblematized distinctions between 'literature' and 'history,' between 'text' 

and 'context'" (Montrose 18). These distinctions are reconsidered without falling 

into the trap of providing totalizing or atomizing methods. The New Historicists try 

to avoid causal, deterministic equations between text and context (Veeser xii). 
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11 The poststructuralist statement that history is a text is grounded in the 

notion that a study of the historical past is only possible by way of documentary 

records or written accounts of what happened in the past. These "historical accounts 

of the past are themselves based upon the presumed adequacy of a written repre

sentation or textualization of the events of the past to the reality of those events 

themselves" (White, "New Historicism" 297). 

Chapter one 
1 Some acknowledged western films with cars are David Miller's Lonely Are 

the Brave (1962), Sam Peckinpah's Ride the High Country (1962) and his The Wild 

Bunch (1969). 
2 According to Warshow, the hero in the western is a loner who lives by the 

moral code of murdering his opponent to defend his honor. He considers Victor 

Fleming's film The Virginian (1929) an "archetypal" western (49). Warshow has a 

negative opinion of western films in which social problems of the frontier replace 

the drama of the hero's moral ambiguity towards killing as the movie's chief con

cern. André Bazin's classic is John Ford's film Stagecoach (1939). In one of his arti

cles on the western, collected in the third volume of Qu'est-ce que le Cinéma?, he 

praises Budd Boetticher's Seven Men from Now (1956) as an exemplary western, 

since the film simply holds on to a traditional pattern in a period when attempts are 

made - much to Bazin's dislike - to endow westerns with an adult and intelligent 

outlook by enriching the hero with psychological characteristics (159-61). 

3 In The Architext, Gérard Genette emphasizes the importance of relatively 

constant aspects by comparing absolute relativism, i.e. total variability, to a "sub

marine with sails" (79). 

4 It is an undeniable fact that, even when the western can still meet the 

demand for actualization, the genre is outmoded in the eighties and nineties. I want 

to suggest a historical explanation for this generic crisis. In the fifties, one of the 

golden periods of the western, the imagery of the Wild West is still predominantly 

used to configure good versus bad masculinity within a setting that separates rough, 

wild landscape from small-town, pioneering America. One of the basic questions in 

westerns of the fifties is whether goodness is constituted within or outside civiliza

tion. One of the points in westerns since the late sixties is whether goodness can be 

settled at all: the good/bad distinction starts to blur in this decade. From this period 

onwards, the western genre gradually becomes less popular, since one of its key 

devices - the sharp distinction between good and bad - is discredited. Within the 

context of the genre's downfall, the conventions of the western are more and more 

displayed as a source for comedy. A notable example of this tendency is Robert 

Zemeckis' 1990 film Back to the Future Part III which comically blends the genres 
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of science fiction and western. The humor of the film resides in the clash of two 

worlds, separated in time. Travelling back in time from 1985 America to 1885, the 

modern-day hero Marty McFly (Michael J. Fox) is completely out of place in the Wild 

West environment of Indian attacks, square dance events and shoot-outs. We as 

contemporary spectators expect this incongruity. By contrast, the nineteenth-centu

ry cowboy characters have trouble making sense of Marty's Nike shoes, his Clint 

Eastwood pseudonym, and his Michael Jackson dance style. These cowboys become 

the object of ridicule in Zemeckis' film, since they are unfamiliar with the codes 

from late twentieth century. With Marty in the role of mediator for the spectator, the 

cowboys are not represented as tough men, but as rude simpletons. 

5 Wright's classical period runs from 1930 to 1955. The hero differs from the 

villains by being good and not bad; he differs from the townspeople by being strong 

and not weak. The hero comes from outside society and develops into a special 

member of society who, as a skilled gunfighter, defeats the bad guys in the name of 

civilized values. At the end he usually gives up his special status by way of mar

riage or by riding into the sunset. The plot of this classical period partially overlaps 

with Wright's second plot, the vengeance variation, mainly from 1949 to 1961. In 

the vengeance plot the hero does not join society as an initial outsider to save its 

values, but rather leaves society. Sticking to civilized values would obstruct the ful

filment of his intentions to settle a score with enemies in a gunfight. After he has 

resolved his conflict he is, according to Wright, ready to re-enter society and settle 

down. In the three so-called transition westerns from the early fifties, the hero is 

still good, but nevertheless rejected by townspeople, who now, rather than the clas

sical villains, carry the conceptual weight of being bad (Wright 75). In the transition 

western, the hero bears a grudge against society and is condemned to a permanent 

role as outsider. In the fourth and last plot, the professional one, which covers the 

period from 1959-1972, the heroes form a group, which is disinterested in the 

values of society. They are only concerned with the job they undertake as a group. 

For that reason, they are and remain outsiders of society. 
6 When I use the term "western" in discussing novels and films that predate 

the thirties, the reader should realize that it is a retrospective label. At the same 

time, my whole study is, of course, a retrospective reflection on the genre of the 

western. 

7 In the opinion of Wright, The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly copies the pro

fessional plot of his fourth phase. 
8 Some (film) critics wondered why he neglected the studio system, technical 

developments, or the evocations of sound and music (Schatz 101; Frayling 47; 

Mitchell 11). 

9 There is another non-negligible difference between the male hero in clas

sical westerns and Pearl Chavez in Vidor's Duel in the Sun. At the end, the male hero 
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gives up his special status in town: he marries a respectable woman and becomes 

one of the citizens, or he leaves town and heads for the sunset. Vidor's female hero 

also gives up her special status, but in a much more tragic way. Like her opponent, 

she dies in a gunfight. 
10 We have to understand the term "woman" here in strictly gendered (not 

biological) terms. "Woman" can also refer to a man from the East, the so-called ten

derfoot, who is not familiar with the codes of the West. 
11 Although The Magnificent Seven was quite popular and set the trend for the 

1960s and beyond (Buscombe 282-83), it does not feature in Wright's list of top-

grossing American western films. If Wright had discussed Sturges' film, he would 

have qualified The Magnificent Seven as a blending of the classical and professional 

western. On the one hand, the film is a professional western because the cowboys 

form a group and are paid for the job. On the other hand, money can hardly be a 

motive for their actions, since they receive only a small remuneration for their inter

vention. In addition to male bonding and a small amount of money, what moves 

them is the classic ideal of heroism. They are prepared to defend a weak society 

against strong villains. Wright's reading of plot structures, however, would not have 

enabled him to address my point, that is, the cowboys' critique of the competitive 

basis of heroism. 

Chapter two 
1 The anatomical differences between the sexes become a central concern for 

Freud since writing "On the Sexual Theories of Children" (SE IX) and "Analysis of 

a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy" (SE X). Freud invents the term "castration com

plex" for the boy's discovery that not all human beings have a penis. The castration 

complex is inextricably connected to the Oedipus complex. By the 1920s this con

nection gains momentum in Freud's structural theory, most thoroughly developed 

in The Ego and the Id (SE XIX). The Oedipus complex is supposed to account for the 

infant's negotiations of identifications with and desires for his or her parents. 
2 Dissatisfied with Mulvey's dark scenario of the female look as actually 

male, masochist, or marginal, several feminist film critics have been inspired to 

theorize a more ambivalent position of female spectatorship and the role of 

femininity in culture. See the first chapter of Anneke Smelik's And the Mirror 

Cracked (1995) for a good overview. 

3 Freud's concept of castration met resistance from the start, for it risks 

fixing sexed hierarchies as given and ahistorical identities. For this reason Freud is 

qualified as the "two-sex theorist" par excellence (Clover 15), meaning that he has per

meated his texts with thoughts that set male and female more strictly apart than 

other theorists have done. Such thinking, Freud's critics argue, makes it structural-
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ly inevitable that the male is privileged over the female. If this would really be the 

case, psychoanalysis would long ago have been exhausted as a discipline without a 

future. The "return to Freud," initiated by the French psychoanalytic thinker 

Jacques Lacan in the early fifties and continued by many critical rereaders, indi

cates, however, that psychoanalysis is too elusive as a theory to be characterized by 

terms that imply fixity and essentialism. As D.N. Rodowick carefully explains in The 

Difficulty of Difference (1993), Freud's texts and concepts are less linear than they are 

often assumed to be. 

4 According to Mitchell, The Virginian won such a large readership because it 

satisfies contrary expectations (118). The hero is an independent man, but loyal to 

his boss; he operates individualistically, but is sensitive to social consensus; he has 

physical dexterity but he is also well-grounded in rhetoric (119). Because of the 

ambiguous representation of the rugged individualist, the novel generated pleasure 

rather than resistance among middle-class readers. 

5 Retrospectively, Wister's novel The Virginian owes its status as a mile-stone 

within the development of the western to numerous later adaptations. A version on 

stage opened in January 1904, starring Dustin Farnum as the Virginian and it 

ended, after a long tour, in 1914 as a movie directed by the young Cecil B. DeMille. 

The first full-screen version of The Virginian was made in 1929 by Victor Fleming 

and cast Gary Cooper in his talkie debut. While Mitchell qualifies Wister's novel as 

a "curiously uneventful narrative" (96) that highlights rhetorical skills over (violent) 

action, these later adaptations have dramatized the hero's escalating conflict with 

the villain, culminating in a triumphant shoot-out at the end. Although this feature 

of action and confrontation is a minor part of Wister's novel, it has established -

thanks to its different versions - the novel's fame as prototypical western that has 

conventionalized the cowboy as the hero of the showdown. 
6 L'Amour is acclaimed as the best-selling author of westerns in this centu

ry. Hondo, his sixth novel, put him on the road to success. Jon Tuska suggests that 

L'Amour's book is a rather close novelization of a screenplay by James Edward 

Grant, that was the basis for a John Farrow film in 1953 (211-12). The script in its 

turn, however, was a loose adaptation of one of L'Amour's short stories "The Gift of 

Cochise," published July 5, 1952 in Colliers. When the members of the Western 

Writers of America organized a poll in 1977 on the best westerns ever written, 

Hondo was ranked number 14 and was recognized as L'Amour's most celebrated 

novel. Number six on that list was Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage, a novel 

which launched Grey's career as best-selling writer in the teens and twenties and 

helped to firmly establish the (formula) western as a popular genre. Another 

canonical western novel, which was number three in the poll, was Jack Schaefer's 

Shane, a title which has become, thanks to the well-known film-version of 1953 by 

George Stevens, "part of the permanent repertoire of American culture" (Tompkins 
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5). Owen Wister's The Virginian was chosen as the "best western novel of all time" 

(Weinberg 216). 

7 The code of symbolic clothing in B westerns is persistent as a cliché, but 

like most clichés not fully sustained by facts, since "the good guys have never been 

restricted to white hats" (Buscombe 16). A famous example, that goes somewhat 

against the tradition of symbolic clothing, is Hopalong Cassidy, played by William 

Boyd. Garbed in black, he was the good hero in sixty-six films, between the years 

1935 and 1948 (322-23). 
8 In westerns, masculinity gains content against a background of space, 

nature, and wildness. In other narrative and cultural contexts, masculinity can also 

be constituted in entirely different ways, e.g. within contexts of wisdom, culture, 

wealth, and politics. 

9 Octave Mannoni's original formula in French is: "Je sais bien, mais quand 

même" (12). 
10 Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage is the exception, although his fiction can 

remarkably enough be described as a series of "convalescent narratives" (Mitchell 

!77)-
11 So far I discussed the equation between the hero's appearance and natural 

"being," the way he occupies frontier space, and how female fetishism is relevant in 

having him become what he already is. Stuart Heisler's classical comic western film 

Along Came Jones (1945), to which I already referred in the previous chapter, can be 

cited as an interesting case that reverses this conventional pattern. In Heisler's film, 

Melody Jones and his side-kick George have lost their way and ride into Payneville. 

A local inhabitant reads the initials "MJ" on the blanket which lies over the back of 

Melody's horse and mistakes him for the wanted outlaw Monte Jarrad. The rumor 

of the assumed arrival of the outlaw spreads through town, but the two strangers are 

unaware of this. The bill that asks for Monte's delivery describes the outlaw as "tall 

and skinny, mean-tempered and extra fast with a gun." Melody's physique corre

sponds to the description: he is rather tall and skinny. All around him Melody meets 

mixed looks of admiration and fear. When he enters a grocery shop, the Mexican 

owner pulls his hands in the air, because he misunderstands Melody's reach for his 

handkerchief as a threatening gesture to take his gun from his belt. After these 

experiences Melody explains to George that he has a certain standing in town, 

because he walks "kind of unsmiling." The point is, he tells his friend, "You gotta 

look like you're somebody and act like you're somebody." And indeed, when Melody 

enters the saloon with a stern look and his chest out, everybody falls silent. Melody 

orders a drink, looks to the left and to the right with screwed-up eyes and all the 

customers immediately put their hands on the bar. George is stupefied by the 

impression Melody seems to make upon the people and thinks that the town is 

spooked. Then the woman Cherry intervenes and she tells Melody that the people in 
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Payneville mistake him for the outlaw Monte Jarrad. Melody is a little bit confused 

about this: "They took me for somebody else. Then it wasn't me whom they were 

scared of." Melody believed that he was recognized as a man to be both admired and 

feared because of his "unsmiling" air. His train of throught might be transcribed 

like this: "I look this way, so people assume that this is how I am." As a conse

quence, Melody regarded the scary reactions to his appearance as a transparent 

reflection of his desired identity as "unsmiling" cowboy. However, the mirroring 

relation between specular image and "being" is not the case here, but a misrecog-

nition of identity. In Along Came Jones, it is a woman who breaks the spell. She sees 

Monte without fetishization simply as the passing stranger that he is. 

Chapter three 
1 Women in westerns are often provided with roles that disconnect them 

from nature, such as schoolmistress or housewife, both harbingers of civilization. 

Another important female role is licentious, and seemingly opposed to the previous 

one: the woman as prostitute or saloon girl. Warshow observes an interesting dis

tinction between these two types of women in western films. The schoolmistress or 

lady from the East - the woman the hero may fall in love with - is "usually unable to 

understand his motives . . . Those women in the [wjestern movies who share the 

hero's understanding of life are prostitutes (or, as they are usually presented, bar

room entertainers) - women, that is, who have come to understand in the most prac

tical way how love can be an irrelevance, and therefore 'fallen' women" (46). Despite 

this difference, the saloon girl in the western shares with the schoolmistress a sub

servience to menfs desires). 
2 Jimmy is perceived as an embodiment of masculinity because of his fame 

and not because of his appearance, since according to widespread opinion "he does 

not look tough." 

3 Fred Zinnemann's western film High Noon (1952), which I will discuss 

more extensively in chapter five as an historical comment upon McCarthyism, 

shares with King's film that the hero is also presented as an important embedded 

focalizer. In a traditional western, the hero is imagined as infallible by the charac

ters who surround him and who see him ride into the sunset at the end. By contrast, 

the drama in High Noon is centered around a hero-focalizer who imagines himself 

as fallible and requests assistance from others. 

4 Film noir is described as "the genre that never was" (Cowie 121). More per

sistently than in the case of westerns or gangster films, the question has been posed 

whether fixlm noir is a genre at all. There is no "point-by-point consensus" about what 

constitutes film noir (Copjec x) and critics usually recite a list of common elements, 

related to main characters and visual style. 
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5 Quite common narrative procedures in film noir are the hero's flashback 

and voice-over. In this respect, Raoul Walsh's Pursued (1947) can be considered a 

western noir. To a great extent, the film is structured around a remembrance in 

flashback by Jeb Rand (Robert Mitchum), who has hallucinations and obscure child

hood memories of spurred boots. 
s Although Copjec makes a reference to external sources, she aims to point 

out that such a reference in no way resolves the question of the internal logic of film 

noir (xii). 

7 In Hondo, the child Johnny plays a minor, though pivotal role. Unlike Bob 

in Schaefer's Shane, Johnny is not the narrator, but only one of several embedded 

focalizers. His mother Angie Lowe is deeply impressed with Hondo, but the final 

affair between them is cemented by their mutual conviction that her young son 

Johnny needs a father. Hondo might be apt as a future father in the eyes of Angie, 

because she knows that Johnny feels considerable awe for the stranger, as can be 

derived from his eagerly repeated question if "the man" will come back (L'Amour 

61, 104). Hondo and Angie are united because she recognizes that her son "hun

gers] for the company of a man. How else was a boy to learn how to become a 

man?" (87). The justness of this recognition is affirmed in the passages which are 

focalized by Johnny. He did not want the strange man to leave "who treated him so 

matter-of-factly, almost as if he were a man himself' (20). Johnny feels a deep admi

ration for Hondo and considers him a suitable role model. When a definite good-bye 

seems very close because Angie rejects Hondo as the new man in her life after she 

has heard that Hondo killed her (disloyal) husband, Johnny walks away, dissatisfied 

with the upcoming split between his mother and the stranger (170). Realizing how 

much her son likes Hondo, Angie decides that she will build a new future in 

California with Hondo as a stand-in father for Johnny. Hence, her choice for Hondo 

is an indirect choice, mediated through the child's focalization. 
8 One might wonder whether the representation of strong and independent 

female characters in fifties westerns can also be seen as a challenge to convention

al masculinity. Female characters such as Altar Keane in Rancho Notorious, the 

saloon owner Vienna (Joan Crawford) in Nicholas Ray's Johnny Guitar (1954), and 

the "high-riding woman with a whip" Jessica Drummond (Barbara Stanwyck) in 

Samuel Fuller's Forty Guns (1957) clearly violate the conflation of sex and gender by 

their male attire, self-assured behavior, and social position. Their transgression of 

gender norms can be read in the context of Joan Riviere's article "Womanliness as 

a Masquerade" from 1929. However, the suggestion of femininity as a masquerade 

does not in itself problematize the supposed authenticity of masculinity, and that is 

precisely the point I want to make in this study. 

9 Some examples of popular comic American western films in the sixties and 

seventies are Elliot Silverstein's Cat Ballou (1965), Burt Kennedy's Support Your 
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Local Sheriff! (1968) and his sequel Support Your Local Gunfighter (1971), George Roy 

Hill's Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), Budd Boetticher's A Time for Dying 

(1969), Sam Peckinpah's The Ballad of Cable Hogue (1970), and Mel Brooks' Blazing 

Saddles (1974). 
10 Martin Pumphrey points to historical and subgenre differences with 

regard to the hero's mode of dressing. Exuberant costumes are appropriate for Tom 

Mix, most popular western actor in the 1920s. Dandyism, too, is a distinctive ele

ment of the singing cowboys of B westerns. By the 1930s however, any significant 

dandyism or attention to bodily display in A westerns marks a male character as a 

villain, city slicker, or weakling ("Masculinity" 182). 
11 One can reason that the more marginal a scene is to the narrative, the more 

telling is its inclusion. 
12 This is a paraphrase of Molly's comment when she shows the Virginian's 

portrait to her grandmother (Wister 152). 
r3 Teresa de Lauretis quotes the dialogue between Feathers and Chance as an 

epigraph to her chapter four in Alice Doesn't: "- You said you loved me! / - I said I'd 

arrest you. / - You know it means the same thing" (84). 

14 Although I dwelled upon the boy's focalization in Shane, I am compelled, 

in the interest of completeness, to say that Stevens' western contains some sub

jective shots of the hero during his fight with Chris, a moment of activity. Focalized 

by Shane, we watch how Chris both ducks away and tries to hit him. 

Chapter four 
1 Lacan describes the choice between "meaning" and "being" in the present 

tense, as if it is taking place at that very moment. It would have been more correct, 

however, as Maaike Bleeker suggested to me, if he had made explicit that this 

alienating choice has always-already taken place. "Being" is only an alternative to 

"meaning" in retrospect. Strictly speaking, the choice between "money" and "life" is 

not a perfect analogy to the one between "meaning" and "being." A subject cannot 

lose "being," since it is always-already lost, but the victim of a hold-up can actually 

lose his or her "life." 
2 Throughout his many years of teaching, Lacan has not been entirely con

sistent in the use of his concepts. The "early" Lacan from the fifties clearly differs 

from the "late" Lacan from the seventies. In this light, we have to consider Slavoj 

Zizek's remark that the only way to approach Lacan is to read "Lacan contre Lacan" 

(Metastases 173). Since Lacan is notoriously slippery, it is virtually impossible to be 

absolutely "accurate" in reproducing his concepts. In this chapter, I have tried to 

come as close as possible to the spirit of his discussions of alienation, separation, 

symbolic castration, objet a, and the drive as developed in The Four Fundamental 
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Concepts of Psycho-analysis. I consider all the references in this chapter in compli
ance with this spirit, even when I refer to critics such as Silverman and Zizek who 
have taken on the task of reconsidering and rereading Lacan's concepts. 

3 Lacan can be criticized for not completely addressing the consequences of 
his revisions. On the issue of sexual difference, his work exhibits contradictory ten
dencies. Despite his acknowledgment that every subject, female as well as male, is 
constituted by lack, he does not refrain entirely from associating the phallus with 
masculinity. His work consequently oscillates between both a denial and the affir
mation of conventional masculinity. In this respect Lacan is a sort of magician who 
"performs a series of dis-appearance-acts with the penis/phallus," as Murat 
Aydemir suggests in his MA thesis. The penis as phallus "is caught up in a tricky 
play of now you see it, now you don't" (16). 

4 When I speak about the law without applying inverted commas I am refer
ring to the official law, embodied in books. "Law" with inverted commas is "western 
law." 

5 The other with a small o, is the one to whom we can potentially choose to 
address ourselves but the Other with a big O is the unfathomable Third party "to 
whom we always address ourselves" (Lacan, Psychoses 252). As a subject, I can de
ceive an other by telling a lie, but the Other is supposed to distinguish between a 
feint and plain speech (36-38). 

6 It is symptomatic of the black man's silenced status within the genre of the 
western that he witnesses a shooting, but cannot tell his story. Because he is a char
acter without a voice, he cannot fetishize his master into a Master. 

7 Other westerns can be cited for either raising or evading the tension 
between narration and masculinity. In John Sturges' film Last Train from Gun Hill 

(1959) marshal Matt Morgan (Kirk Douglas) is entreated by some children to talk 
about the good old days. When he is about to narrate his own contribution to the 
action, he is interrupted in his story-telling. He is saved by the bell, so to speak. At 
the conclusion he takes the last train back home as a successful hero. In Clint 
Eastwood's Unforgiven (1992), the writer Beauchamp (Saul Rubinek) wants to collect 
stories of heroism. First, he accompanies English Bob (Richard Harris), who is 
eventually exposed as a pathetic coward and braggart after he elaborates on his own 
sturdy adventures. Similarly, sheriff Little Bill (Gene Hackman) is ingloriously 
defeated in action after he has told Beauchamp about his fabulous deeds. In 
Anthony Mann's The Tin Star (1957), the hero discusses his reasons for quitting the 
job of lawman in the third person: "I once knew a sheriff in Kansas, he had a wife 
and a baby." 

8 Tom's languishing anonymity can also be associated with the arrival of the 
railroad, in the genre of the western the signifier par excellence of encroaching civi
lization. As I suggested in previous chapters, the western hero is a figure who 
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mediates between wilderness and civilization. The wilderness is imagined as an 

area that can be said to privilege "being," whereas civilization is regarded as a cir

cuit of symbolic value. In this respect, I agree with Peter Wollen who has argued 

that Tom Doniphon sacrifices a part of himself by killing Liberty Valance, for "he 

has destroyed the only world in which he himself can exist, the world of the gun 

rather than the book" (67). The murder of the villain prepares Shinbone for the arri

val of civilization. In this new order, Tom is out of place and his qualities are super

fluous. 

Chapter five 
1 Conservative politicians, mostly of the Republican party, made the fear of 

domestic Communism an issue in order to discredit the Democratic government's 

attempts to create a new political climate (Fried 9). The arrival of the age of atomic 

energy forcefully sustained the Red Scare. Americans were struck by the destruc

tive power of the A-bombs they had used against Japan. The idea that the mimical 

"other" might also possess such a bomb jarred America's sense of safety (Fried 89-

90). Robert Oppenheimer, who spent years developing and testing the A-bomb, said 

about the creation of this weapon: "we have known sin" (qtd. in Carter 270). 

General American anxiety in the age of nuclear weapons was translated into a fear 

that the Soviets might steal the "secret." Since the bomb was viewed as a product of 

Yankee "know how" (Fried 90), the Soviets could only obtain the "secret" via their 

American Communist friends. This fear of spies helped to install the hunt for 

domestic Communism. 
2 In 1956 Carl Foreman apparently made peace with HUAC by testifying in 

a closed session, but as Caute writes, he was inexplicably absolved from naming 

names. Some pressure groups agitated excitedly against this absolution out of fear 

that a precedent had been set (517). 

3 High Noon was made in a period of extensive censorship. Anti-McCarthyite 

criticism was not allowed, and several Hollywood careers were ruined by HUAC. In 

light of this situation, using and twisting the form and narrative conventions of a 

genre was an effective way of expressing concealed criticism. Historically far 

removed from the McCarthy era, Zinnemann's western could easily be read as anti-

McCarthyite by those who wanted to read it that way. 

4 Ernst van Alphen offers an excellent reading of the significance of the 

penis in the construction of masculinity. In the examples he discusses, penises are 

covered to sustain the male fantasy that the penis is an "iconic sign - motivated by 

resemblance - of patriarchal privilege" (Francis Bacon 179). Van Alphen argues, 

however, that the penis is only an arbitrary sign of phallic power, since the male 

sexual organ is "disturbingly unstable and uncontrollable." Hence, the penis is not 
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the "locus of masculinity but its opposite: it is the Achilles' heel of masculinity and 

phallic power" (180). 

5 The father's privileged place is reinforced by the fact that unlike the "sons," 

he is not washed by women. 
6 Freud's fable is marked by a basic inconsistency, which I would call the 

"chicken/egg" problem. The fable explains the origin of social bonding, but it al

ready presupposes an oedipally organized society in which the father rules over the 

women and his sons vie for his place. I will not go into this inconsistency, but will 

use the fable for the insight it offers in the impossible place of the patriarch. 

7 We have to understand this "symbolic Law" as a Law which exists next to 

the "Law of Language," which I discussed in chapter four. The symbolic Law which 

dictates the prohibition on incest is the "Law of Kinship Structure" (Silverman, Male 

Subjectivity 35). This Law also regulates the exchange of women among men. When 

the primordial father was alive, the women were subjected to his power. After the 

father's death, women are subjected to the brothers' pact. Due to their mutual agree

ment, the circulation of women is socially organized. 
8 "Every man wants to be bigger than Dad" (qtd. in Van Alphen, Francis 

Bacon 164) is a line from the title song of Pumping Iron (George Butler and Robert 

Fiore, 1976). 

9 The rebellion of sons against their fathers is bound to fail, which is the-

matized in Turgenev's Russian novel Fathers and Sons, originally published in 1861. 

It is a favorite novel of the title hero of Owen Wister's The Virginian, who is gen

erally a far from enthusiastic reader. When schoolmarm Molly Wood asks him what 

he likes about it, he answers "everything": "That young come-outer and his fam'ly 

that can't understand him - for he is broad gauge, yu' see, and they are narro' gauge. 

. . . I pretty near cried when that young come-outer was dyin', and said about him

self, 'I was a giant.' Life made him broad gauge, yu' see, and then took his chance 

away" (87). The main protagonist in Fathers and Sons, Bazarov, a militant materia

list and nihilist "who does not look up to any authorities" (Turgenev 38), thinks that 

the father's singing days are over (60). His own view is that he is more of a father 

than the effete men of his father's generation. Unfortunately for Bazarov, he is not 

acknowledged as a "giant" (son) holding the paternal position. The fathers may be 

weak, but virtually everyone continues to define them according to their symbolic 

identity as figures of authority. 
10 Broken Lance and The Halliday Brand both have the quite unusual form of 

the long embedded flashback. In Broken Lance, the flashback is visualized while the 

hero-son is looking at a painting of his deceased father. In The Halliday Brand the 

hero-son remembers the conflict with his father before visiting his wicked old 

father's sickbed. 
11 The "paralyzed" Jim shares some similarities with the "mad" Hamlet. In 
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Lacan's analysis of Shakespeare's play Hamlet ("Desire"), the title protagonist, like 

Jim, is struck by the dilemma of the two fathers. Hamlet has difficulty choosing 

between his murdered father and his uncle, the murderer. His own father returns 

as a ghost to instruct the son and is the symbolic father. In contrast, his uncle is 

supposed to have the imaginary phallus, since he elicits the desire of Hamlet's 

mother. Jim, too, has problems in distinguishing the dead, symbolic father from the 

living, imaginary father. In Backlash, however, the two father figures are fused into 

one persona, whereas in Hamlet, they are represented by two men, that is his father 

and uncle. 
12 According to Lacan's use of the concept, the Name-of-the-Father itself is 

not pronounceable. It shares this unpronounceability with the phallus, the supreme 

signifier which is lost, by definition. The phallus is a handy "zero symbol" that can 

signify anything because it signifies nothing in particular (Borch-Jacobsen 214). 

However, the Name-of-the-Father differs from the phallus in one important respect. 

Whereas the phallus is the primally repressed signifier, excluded from the field of 

the big Other, the Name-of-the-Father is inscribed in the place of the Other (Lacan, 

Écrits 200). Although unpronounceable itself, the Name-of-the-Father makes other 

signifiers pronounceable. It is the signifier to which all other signifiers are subject. 

Hence, the metaphor of the absent father is the guarantor of the symbolic network 

and an agent who "embodies" the symbolic Law. 
T3 Accepting one's own lack-in-being is the "first" form of separation. Being 

confronted with a lack in the symbolic order itself can be called a "second" form of 

separation. This "second" separation can result in aphanisis. 

'4 One of Freud's patients had the following dream about his father: "His 

father was alive once more and was talking to him in his usual way, hut (the remarkable 

thing was that) he had really died, only he did not know it." (SE V 430) 

'5 In Freud's fable of the primal horde, women are objectified. In the west

erns I discuss in this chapter, women are attributed a position as subject. However, 

their role is only traditional: they help the cowboys to recover their masculinity. 
16 There is a character who supports Tom after all. Till the very end, Tom is 

faithfully assisted by Pompey, his silent black servant who has witnessed Tom's 

shooting and has even rescued him from the flames of his burning house. However, 

unlike women, the obedient black man is denied the capacity to fetishize his mas

ter into a Master (see also note 6, chapter four). This denial is symptomatic of the 

fact that there is no other place than a subservient one for the black man in a 

western from the early sixties - a period predating slogans such as "Black Power" 

and "Black is Beautiful." 

'7 This nostalgic reminiscence is reinforced in casting John Wayne, who was 

so angry at High Noon's un-American and anti-McCarthy's tendencies, in the role of 

Tom Doniphon. In Rio Bravo, made three years before The Man Who Shot Liberty 
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Valance, Wayne played a sheriff who refused the help of "well-meaning amateurs," 

a rebuke to the marshal's plea for support among the citizens in High Noon. 
18 McCarthy lapsed into unhealthy habits, due to the scorn he had to endure 

after his downfall. It is said that his habits accelerated his early death in 1957 at the 

age of forty-eight. After his death, McCarthy's supporters still cherished the senator 

as a dedicated American. Paul Carter reports that the Catholic War Veterans spon

sored an annual Joe McCarthy Gold Medal Americanism Award. Beginning in 

1959, yearly pilgrimages to McCarthy's grave in Appleton, Wisconsin were organi

zed with a memorial Mass and speeches by conservative politicians to remember his 

"crusade" (Carter 129). 

Chapter six 
1 Smith notes that even "if many of the press reviews [in America - pv] ex

pressed minor criticisms about one or another aspect of the movie, most of them 

were unexpectedly laudatory" (Clint 263). 

2 "In contrast to the construction of the hero as a lone figure, one of the key 

devices in the action narrative [since the eighties - pv] has been to call on the con

ventions of the buddy movie" (Tasker 43). A white hero is frequently paired with a 

black partner, as in the Lethal Weapon films, the 48 Hours films, and the Miami Vice 

television series. The device of interracial male pairing can function in several ways. 

It can allow for comedy; the black side-kick can have a kind of "servicing role" (44); 

since blackness reinscribes difference within the terms of "race," it can work to dis

place anxieties about homoeroticism and gay male desire; and, according to a cine

matic convention, the black buddy is willing to sacrifice himself for the white hero 

(36). This last convention is enacted in Unforgiven. Ned Logan has to pay with his 

life for not telling the sheriff the location of his friends. 

3 Mary Evans correctly concludes in her reading of the uneasy relationship 

between sexuality and morality in Unforgiven that life-at-home is seen as infantil-

izing and somehow diminishing for a man. At the same time, the film asserts the 

apparent authority of men in settling disputes with other men, even if they involve 

women (316). 

4 It was suggested in the i960 film The Magnificent Seven that tough mascu

linity and fatherhood are incompatible. In Unforgiven, a western from the nineties, 

tough masculinity does not clash with fatherhood per se, but it clashes with the 

father's domestic duty of taking care of his children. 

5 Susan Jeffords discusses Unforgiven within the context of the Reagan lega

cy. In the Reagan era, tough guys function as models for "national identification 

and foreign policy action" (180). William Munny is not just a tough guy, but he also 

is a father. Hence, he is presented at transcending the worn-out cliche of the "hard 
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body." Because of his role as both a hero and a father, Unforgiven combines, accord

ing to Jeffords, domestic and foreign policy interests in a way that best serves the 

U.S. nation (185). 

Chapter seven 
1 Since Indians are primarily represented as stand-ins for the racial other, I 

will use the term "Indians" rather than the more current, politically-correct term 

"Native Americans." 
2 Hayden White explains in one of his chapters in Tropics of Discourse that the 

concept of the noble savage is an anomaly, since it links together what would ap

pear to be opposed to each other. In discussing the situation in the late eighteenth-

century France of Diderot and Voltaire, he points to the specific function of asso

ciating the two presumably contradictory terms of noble and savage. At that time, 

the concept was not used to redeem the savage but to belabor nobility or aristocra

cy (White, Tropics 192). More extensively than White, Ton Lemaire and Peter Mason 

have analyzed how representations of Indians are used as comments within con

texts of cultural history. 

3 The tendency to consider the Indian as the white man's other motivates 

John H. Lenihan to read representations of Indians allegorically in Showdown, his 

book on postwar American westerns. According to him, these westerns allegorize 

the "cold war path" and contemporary racial attitudes whereby the Indians figure as 

stand-ins for Communists and blacks. Lenihan's allegorical impulse - "a mode of 

reading that isolates the event from its own history in order to place it within a dif

ferent one" (Bal, Double Exposures 227) - is the consequence of considering Indians 

as "others" who play a constitutive role in delineating postwar white American iden

tity. In this chapter I will counter Lenihan's tendency to smoothly substitute Indians 

for blacks. 

4 In the American South, three legal cases ruling that segregated education 

constituted unequal education generated tremendous controversy. The best known 

case was Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) in Kansas. Oliver Brown's 

eight-year-old daughter was not allowed to attend the nearby white school and 

Brown decided to sue the board of education. Brown won the case but the verdict 

generated resistance from those who were in favor of segregation. The issue reached 

a peak in September 1957 in the Little Rock Crisis when 1000 federal troops had to 

be used to support nine black students in their legal right to attend the school. 

5 In a personal meeting with Cooley, James Baldwin expressed his intense 

dislike at having to play the "noble savage" or any other role for Mailer, because "all 

roles are dangerous. The world tends to trap and immobilize you in the role you 

play" (qtd. in Cooley 144). 
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5 Captivity narratives had a "broad appeal" in America through the eight

eenth century (Mitchell 135). One of the best known captivity narratives is the "white 

woman with a tomahawk," described by Fiedler as an American "basic myth" (90-

108). The story is about Hannah Duston who is said to have killed and scalped 

almost all of her Indian captors in 1697. 

7 Dime novels were a weekly series of cheaply published and orange-backed 

books full of exciting adventures, which ran for three decades between i860 and 

1890. A popular device was to expose the benevolent hunter-hero as a genteel man 

in disguise after he had saved the woman from the Indians (Smith, Virgin 99-125). 
8 The notion that "they" are different from us must imply that they have 

something we do not have, or worse, that something is probably stolen from us. 

This implication is what Zizek calls, the "theft of enjoyment" (Tarrying 201): the 

non-existent "substance" of enjoyment has been robbed. Zizek's point is that the 

presumed theft of enjoyment offers a false basis for racial hatred: "they" did not 

steal from "us" because "we never possessed what was allegedly stolen from us" (203). 

9 The schism within the white attitude towards the black man is parodically 

illustrated in a scene from Mel Brooks' western comedy Blazing Saddles. This film, 

stuffed with absurdist gags, became a box-office hit in 1974. Speculator Hedley 

Lamarr (Harvey Korman) rescues the black railroad laborer Bart (Cleavon Little) 

from being hanged because he is looking for a sheriff whose very appearance will 

scare the citizens of Rock Ridge out of their town, enabling the railroad to take over 

their land. The people from Rock Ridge prepare a warm welcome, but when they see 

that their new sheriff is black, they grab their guns. Bart saves himself from the 

awkward situation by holding his own pistol to his head and taking himself hos

tage. While using two different voices himself - one low for the ("invisible") kid

napper, one high for the victim - he lures the white citizens into having sympathy 

with and pity for him. The scene is comically absurd for the silly mistake. At first, 

the citizens see their new sheriff as black and disapprove of him, then they see their 

new sheriff as the victim of a "crime," forgetting his blackness: he is now seen as a 

"poor man." Further, they misrecognize that the "crime" is set up by Bart himself. 

As is suggested in the scene, this misrecognition can be coupled with a recognition 

of Bart's "talented" play with voices that have been stereotypically associated with 

blacks. In other words, the citizens believe in the seriousness of the crime because 

Bart's playful voices match their fantasies about the ways black people speak: either 

caricaturally high, equating blackness with effeminacy, or terribly low, recalling the 

image of the black man as a violent, hypermasculine gangster. In this scene, the 

white citizens are duped by their own stereotypical imaginings of black men. 
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Chapter eight 
1 Jack Crabb is constantly marked by a lack of clear-cut identity. In no cul

ture is he at home: too much of an Indian for whites, too much of a white for the 

Indians. In this sense, Little Big Man is far more self-reflexive than its extremely 

successful post-traditional version, Dances with Wolves in which the hero's mascu

linity is constituted as a perfect synthesis of white descent and Indian wildness. In 

this western film from 1990, based on Michael Blake's novel of the same title from 

1988, the white lieutenant John Dunbar (Kevin Costner) comes to live in harmony 

among the good Lakota Sioux (in the novel, they are Comanches). Each day in the 

wilderness, Dunbar becomes "more Indian, learning the ways of a proud and glo

rious people" (back cover of Blake's novel). He is accepted as a community member, 

and joins the Sioux in defending their village against Pawnee warriors (the bad 

Indians). Dunbar witnesses the killing of the Pawnee leader, and at that moment his 

identity, he believes, is revealed to him. He explains in voice-over in Costner's film: 

"I'd never known who John Dunbar was. Perhaps the name itself had no meaning. 

But, as I heard my Sioux name being called over and over, I knew for the first time 

who I really was." (Re)defined by the Sioux he thinks he knows who he really is: 

Dances with Wolves, his Indian name. In contrast to Little Big Man/Jack Crabb who 

remains an other among others (as soon as you mention your name, it may be sto

len), Dances with Wolves/John Dunbar here becomes an "I" among others. 
2 It cannot be a coincidence that Little Big Man was made into a film by 

Arthur Penn in 1971 during the era of the hippie movement. 

3 The hippie ideal of mutual solidarity and communality does not necessari

ly have a cultural-political component and can create a false illusion of equality, 

regardless of gender, sexuality, and/or ethnicity. This a-political version of the hip

pie ideal can be described as the happy fantasy of "peace and freedom for everyone" 

captured in the slogan "be who you want to be," as if everyone could take on any 

identity s/he likes. My point in reading Berger's novel is to add a political perspec

tive to this happy fantasy. 

4 Mercer describes Genet as a "nigger with attitude," because of his "affec

tive participation in the political construction" of the imagined black communities 

("Skin" 210). The Black Panthers invited Genet to the United States and "adopted" 

him as a spokesperson for the imprisoned activist Bobby Searle ("1968" 445). 

Chapter nine 
1 Before figuring in May's books, the Apache Winnetou appeared as a char

acter in May's magazine stories from the mid-i870s onwards. 
2 When I speak about (German) readers, I do not refer to "empirical" readers, 

but to a theoretical position. The (German) readers are constructed from my reading 
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of the context. 

3 The "greenhorn" is named Shatterhand because of his strength. Sam 

Hawkens calls him "Old" Shatterhand after "Old Firehand, the famous man of the 

West who is also as strong as a bear" (May 33). 

4 According to Frayling, the tendency to end the speeches by Winnetou or his 

father "on the portentous line 'Howgh, Ich habe gesprochen'" (112) belongs to "Karl 

May's particular brand of cliché" (113). Lowsky is annoyed by the stereotypical 

Indian taciturnity (87). 

5 In May's novels, the Apaches are "good," whereas they are usually repre

sented as an aggressive tribe in American westerns. 
6 "[Winnetou's] face was almost more noble than his father's and of a sub

dued, light brown with a tinge of bronze. . . . [WJhen I saw him for the first time, he 

made a profound impression on me. I felt that he was a good human being and 

exceptionally gifted" (May 71). 

7 Peter Stearns discusses the "social alienation" among many German 

workers by the end of the nineteenth century. Most of them were still coming into 

factories for the first time; they had to adjust simultaneously to second-generation 

technology and business organization and to city life (180). 
8 The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche introduced "decadence" in 

Germany in 1883 on the basis of Arthur Schopenhauer's philosophy and Richard 

Wagner's music (Sendlinger 60). Nietzsche's philosophy can be called "decadent" 

because he designated all accepted European civilized and Christian-oriented 

values as decayed and corrupt (Nalbantian 1-3). 

9 Other western films in the years between 1962 and 1966 based upon May's 

work are Harald Reinl's The Treasure of Silver Lake, Last of the Renegades, The 

Desperado Trail and The Last Tomahawk, Alfred Vohrer's Among Vultures and 

Thunder at the Border, and Hugo Fregonese's Old Shatterhand. 
10 Frayling briefly mentions the action sequences: "a Kiowa attack on a 

wagon train; an exploding wagon, left behind by the settlers; a mass gunfight in the 

main street of the town of "Roswell"; the building of the "Great Western Railway"; 

a canoe race; a buffalo stampede; and a spectacular climax in the mountains, which 

ends with Santer falling over a precipice, to the amplified sound of vultures" (113). 
11 In the postwar years, America can be called a land of promise, both econo

mically and culturally. The Marshall plan, America's financial support for recon

structing Europe after the devastation of World War II, was in the eyes of Europeans 

a prime example of America's economic power in the postwar period. Hollywood, 

which prior to the war had been a passing place for many European directors fleeing 

the fascist atmosphere of their home countries, is after the war prominently identi

fied with America's cultural success. 
12 The Lone Ranger series was a radio hit since 1933 and successfully pre 
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miered on television from 1949 until 1957. An ex-Texas Ranger and his faithful 

Mohawk Indian partner Tonto who spoke English poorly, ride the West fighting for 

the underdog (Buscombe 413). 
:3 An example of critical German counter-cinema that is relevant in light of 

this chapter is Hans-Jürgen Syberberg's Karl May (1974), the second part of his tri

logy exploring the roots of German cultural mythologies. In the first part, Syberberg 

focuses on Ludwig II, the unworldly late-nineteenth-century king of Bavaria, and in 

the third part, Hitler is the central figure. Karl May is represented as a "typically 

German seeker of artificial paradises." The film foregrounds "the discrepancy 

between the novels, with their stories of brotherly love, . .. and the often miserable, 

even sordid circumstances of Karl May's life" (Elsaesser, "Myth" 124). Within the 

domestic setting of a bourgeois Saxony villa, Karl May surrounds himself with the 

"clutter, trophies and decors of a world traveler" (125). May's sentimentality is 

undermined by the "use of obviously artificial, and consciously kitsch, images to 

illustrate (his fantasy world): postcards, a toy steamer called the Kaiser Wilhelm with 

which May plays in the bath, . . . a greenhouse, a stuffed lion, a wigwam in the gar

den. . . . In one sequence, Karl May appears, improbably dressed in the outfit of a 

frontier scout, and clutching his trusty Bärentöter (with studs on the stock to repre

sent the number of people he has shot) to lecture a group of school children on 

Indian lore" (Frayling 104). Karl May dies in a snow-covered wigwam that has been 

erected in the garden of what his visiting-card describes as "Villa Shatterhand" in 

Dresden. "His wife, wrapped up in black, sits silently like a squaw in mourning over 

a tribal chief out of John Ford's Cheyenne Autumn" (Elsaesser, "Myth" 128). Karl 

May is depicted in Syberberg's film as a "pulp-Faust" (123), whose self-created myth 

becomes a "typically German self-image" (127). A connection between his popular 

pulp and Hitler's rise to power is suggested in the scene of Karl May's last public 

lecture at a pacific conference in Vienna. Present at the reading in 1912 is the 

"rather Chaplinesque figure" (Frayling 104) of Adolf Hitler, a young student at the 

time. 

Chapter ten 
1 The best known "lynch mob"-western is Walter van Tilburg Clark's novel 

The Ox-Bow Incident (1940), number two on the critics' list of all-time favorite wes

terns (Weinberg 216). In this novel, there is a vague rumor of both a man being 

killed and of cattle rustling. The character-bound narrator doubts whether it is jus

tified to take the law into one's own hands, but dragged along by a general atmos

phere of fury in town, he participates in a lynch mob. The kangaroo court hangs 

three men who turn out to be innocent, since the rumor was incorrect. The novel 

ends in an evaluation of the characters' complicity, remorse, and guilt. The Ox-Bow 
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Incident is also a film, directed by William Wellman in 1943, starring Henry Fonda. 
2 During the first years of their cooperation, the publisher requested that 

Goscinny's name not be mentioned on the cover. In 1967 Goscinny and Morris 

exchanged their publisher Dupuis for Dargaud. 

3 Although published in more than twenty-five countries ranging from Korea 

to Brazil and, since 1995, North America, Lucky Luke has nowhere been as popular 

as in France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. 

4 In my attempt to outline a postwar European perspective I follow the her-

meneutical approach described by Ernst van Alphen in his article "The Other 

Within." According to this approach, we-other relations consist of a dual form of 

relativism. This means that our "own or the other culture only gains content in rela

tion to the values of the observer" (2). In case we see the other as superior, we 

devalorize our own identity or culture. By contrast, our criticism of the other or 

descriptions that make a fool of the other are produced by a positive view of our own 

identity. Van Alphen concludes that "(w)hile 'alterity' is a screen for the imagina

tion, 'identity' is the content ofthat imagination" (3). 

5 Humorous distance is already built into the series, as we can suggest on the 

basis of Prikkeldraad in de Prairie (1967, Barbed Wire in the Prairie), a retelling of 

Shane with the same characters but without the young boy, who mediates the spec

tator's look in the American film of 1953. As I argued in chapter three, the role of 

the child was to restore the contemporary spectator's faded belief in a construction 

of conventional heroism, current in periods predating the 1950s. The boy's role was 

to bridge the gap between the decades for the spectator. The point in Lucky Luke is 

not to bridge distances for the reader but to establish a humorous distance from 

"classical" heroism. Therefore, the boy's role is superfluous in the European "re

working" Prikkeldraad in de Prairie. 
6 Leone was not enthusiastic about his apprenticeship with American direc

tors: "I cannot say that working with the great American directors was a dazzling 

experience . . ." (qtd. in Frayling 100). 

7 Cheyenne says about Harmonica: "He plays the harmonica when he should 

speak and he speaks when he should better play the harmonica." 
8 It is important to keep in mind that Harmonica does not tell his flashback 

in contrast to Tom Doniphon, the gunfighter from The Man Who Shot Liberty 

Valance. As I argued in chapter four, Tom's sacrifice for telling was a total mis-

recognition of his heroism, which resulted in an irremediable aphanisis. 

9 The word "home" in this scene strives for all the peculiar resonance it 

attains in The Searchers (Doane 265), when Ethan Edwards proposes to his niece 

Debbie that they go home. As I mentioned in chapter seven, Ethan is a man con

demned to wander forever, who hardly knows what the word "home" means. 
10 A burlesque necessarily involves ridicule of a backgrounded text or genre 
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(Hutcheon, Theory 40). The irony of the spaghetti films can be considered "critical

ly destructive" (32): a negative statement is made while no alternative is offered. 
11 Leone explicitly dismissed the tendency in "classical" Americans westerns 

to romanticize and idealize the life of cowboys. As he said, cemeteries in the 

American West were named "Boots Hill" because everyone died with their boots on 

(qtd. in Baldelli 40). 
12 In 1939 Italy had signed a military alliance with Hitler's Germany. A year 

later, Italy's leader Mussolini decided to enter the war on the side of Germany. Italy 

was indisputably the junior partner in what was to prove a fateful relationship. 

Italy's subservience to Germany resulted into a growing resistance to Mussolini's 

policy and ended in the overthrow of the Duce in July 1943. In September ofthat 

year Germany occupied northern and central Italy, but by early 1945 the allied 

forces had recaptured the country (Binkhorn 36-40). 

'3 The idea that spaghetti heroes are basically "bad" while they have "good" 

faces is foregrounded in an anecdote Henry Fonda told about Leone's choice to cast 

him as a blue-eyed villain. After Fonda read the script, he had himself fitted for con

tact lenses that made his eyes dark and he grew a moustache to create the proper 

look for the villanous character he was to play. Leone, however, wanted him to re

move the changes, for he "wanted the baby blues: he wanted the Fonda face" (qtd. 

in Frayling 141). Leone wanted Fonda, the "good" guy in several John Ford films, to 

play a "bad" man with his familiar nice face. Its effect is a further blurring of the 

distinction between good and bad. 
J4 Since the spaghetti westerns are made in a period when Americanization 

was declining in Europe, the popularity of these films was not limited to Italy. The 

Good, the Bad, and the Ugly even became a box-office success in America at the time 

of its controversial involvement in Vietnam. Moreover, the spaghettis have had a 

considerable impact upon American westerns, as Frayling argues (279-85). Sam 

Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch (1969) is clearly influenced by Leone's films in style, 

rhythm, and use of extreme violence. 

*5 The effect of the spaghettis is not just to disqualify American heroism, but 

also American history. In his references to the American Civil War in The Good, the 

Bad, and the Ugly Leone deliberately blurs the traditional distinction between North 

and South, and introduces obvious anachronisms (Frayling 128). The references 

only enhance the idea that Americans lack a sense of history. When Blondie and 

Tuco are on their way to the gold, they meet a Northern captain whose task is to 

defend the Langstone Bridge against Southern troops. His drinking testifies to his 

minimal fighting spirit. After Blondie and Tuco blow up the bridge, the captain dies 

with a smile on his face, since he is relieved from his task. The Civil War is repre

sented here not as a meaningful event, but as a silly incident. Blondie emphasizes 

the insignificance of America's historical internecine war when he remarks callous-
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ly: "I've never seen so many men wasted so badly." 

Chapter eleven 
1 When I discuss De Ballade van de Beul I am referring to Ferron's novel. 

When I use the English translation of the novel's title, The Hangman's Ballad, I am 

referring to the film-within-the-novel. 
2 All the quotes from Ferron's novel in this chapter are my translation. 

3 All the quotes from Ferron's lecture in this chapter are my translation. 

4 The scandal began with a simple burglary in 1972 at the Democratic 

National Committee's headquarters, located in the Watergate complex in 

Washington D.C. Initially, the break-in, committed to plant wiretaps on telephones 

and to photograph documents, was given little attention. When the burglary was 

linked to the Nixon campaign committee, an investigation was started. After Nixon's 

chief associates were named in the cover-up of the scandal, the question of the 

president's complicity still remained unresolved. An 18.5 minute gap on one of the 

subpoenaed tapes cast doubt on the president's credibility. Nixon had to surrender 

sixty-four tapes, recorded for his own use. One of them contained the "smoking 

gun" conversation, which revealed that Nixon had approved the suggestion of a 

cover-up. This revelation forced him to resign. 

5 For the sake of convenience and the clarity of my argument, I side-step the 

question whether democracy and individualism may not sustain each other. Many 

Americans believe that the spirit of civilian freedom, concerned with "maximizing 

private profit" (McClosky and Zaller 7), provides the foundations for the democratic 

goal of "maximizing the public good." 
6 Robert Entman makes the point that the bulk of the press failed to offer cri

tical assessments of Richard Nixon's policies. They only held the president retro

spectively accountable (5). Because the media cannot live up to the demands that 

modern American democracy imposes on them (9), America is a country where the 

citizens are too uninformed to be powerful. Therefore, America has, to quote the 

tentative title of Entman's book, a "democracy without citizens." 

7 Following Hutcheon, I employ a broad definition of parody. In general, it 

is difficult to distinguish the genre of parody from other genres such as burlesque 

and satire. Whereas burlesque does necessarily involve ridicule, parody does not 

(Thecny 40). Unlike satire, parody rarely has an evaluative or (corrective) intention 

(54). I qualify De Ballade van de Beul as a parody, since it hovers between burlesque 

and satire. The novel mocks conventions, but does not merely make a negative 

statement. At the same time, the novel lacks the explicit corrective aim which is 

often central to the genre of satire. 
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Chapter twelve 
1 The importance of friendly bonds between men in westerns is perhaps best 

shown in the film which thematizes the rupture of camaraderie, Fred Zinnemann's 

High Noon (see chapter five). Contrary to his expectations, the marshal is abandoned 

by all the men who were supposed to support him. Correspondingly, this western 

can be read as a meta-comment on the genre: friendly bonds between men go with

out saying until the exceptional moment when a man fighting for the benefit of a 

town is left to his own devices. 
2 In his reading of Ian McEwan's novel The Comfort of Strangers Ernst van 

Alphen indicates that women can be the means through which a man can prove his 

manhood because they stand outside the opposition of men and non-men 

("Homosocial Gaze" 179). 

3 Murat Aydemir pointed out to me the possibility of a camp reading of this 

scene, based upon combining the textual and the visual readings which I discussed 

in chapter three. As soon as Carlos asks the sheriff "Can you make the picture how 

she will look?" he holds the bloomers up to Chance's crotch. Linking up text and 

image the question can be transcribed as: "Can you, sheriff, imagine how my 

woman's red bloomers match you?" When the sheriff responds "You are sure you 

want me to do that?" Carlos says: "No, it is the best for me to do that." In other 

words: "May be you, sheriff, can hardly imagine yourself in these bloomers, but I 

certainly can form an idea of you in women's clothes." 

4 Male bonding is prominent in sixties (western) films, since women were 

now seen as "one more enemy threatening a man's dignity and self-sufficiency" 

(Meilen 250). The cowboys in John Sturges' The Magnificent Seven (i960) purpose

ly group together for a "tough" job or they become partners in crime in Sam 

Peckinpah's The Wild Bunch and in George Roy Hill's Butch Cassidy and the 

Sundance Kid, both from 1969. 

5 Although Lonesome Cowboys was made in January 1968, the film was not 

released until May 1969. Lonesome Cowboys was Warhol's last film before the failed 

attempt to murder him. 
6 Underground films were "low budget films, made outside the mainstream 

film industry in the USA from the late forties to the late sixties. . . . Their 'under-

groundness' was partly their refusal of Hollywoodian qualities of finish and clarity, 

and partly their breaking of (mainly sexual) taboos, so that production and screen

ings were socially, economically and sometimes legally marginal and questionable" 

(Dyer, Now You See It 102). 

7 One of the meanings of "queer" is the open mesh of possibilities and gaps 

regarding anyone's gender and/or sexuality (Sedgwick, Tendencies 8). 
8 "Stonewall" refers to the gay bar in New York City's Greenwich Village, 

raided by the police in June 1969. The raid ignited three days of rioting by gay men 
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and lesbians and marked the beginning of gay liberation as a mass movement 

(Summers 16-17). 

9 I have discussed theatrical masculinity in Lonesome Cowboys in a Pop Art 

context of homosexual desire. By contrast, I would qualify the theatrical masculini

ty in John Landis' film Three Amigos! - a mainstream comedy-of-errors western from 

1986 - as an arbitrary intervention. This film tips over into the "anything goes" 

variant of the idea that everything is representation. In Three Amigos! cowboy-movie 

actors (Chevy Chase, Steve Martin, and Martin Short) are mistaken for genuine 

heroes by Mexican people who have hired the amigos to defend their village against 

the infamous El Guapo (Alfonso Arau). However, the actors assume that they have 

been asked to perform a show and wear their usual close-fitting black costumes, 

exuberantly decorated with mother of pearl. They are painfully surprised when El 

Guapo's men use real bullets. Acknowledging their mistake, they decide to prove 

that they are men and not mice. At the end of Landis' western, they defeat El Guapo 

and his men by repeating a trick they remember from their film "Amigo's, Amigo's, 

Amigo's." With enormous speed, the townspeople start to sew the costumes worn 

by the three amigos. When El Guapo and his men arrive, they are too confused and 

disturbed by the constant reappearance of amigo-dressed figures from various sides. 

The amigos, then, do not win by means of a conventional equation between ap

pearance and masculine "being" but by multiplying their artificial and "feminized" 

appearances. Three Amigos! is an arbitrary intervention in the genre because it pre

sents the reversal of a specific convention as a mere comic exception to the rule. 

Correspondingly, we can only grasp its humor if we are familiar with the generic 

rule. In Landis' western, ridiculing a convention paradoxically results in its confir

mation as well. 

Chapter thirteen 
1 In Arson! Bennie Colsen Jr. hires Dakota Taylor as a gunfighter whose job 

is to avenge the murder of Bennie's entire family. The trace leads to the big rancher 

Anderson who held Bennie's father responsible for a shortage of water that had a 

disastrous effect on Anderson's cattle. In Silver Saddles some attempts are made on 

the life of Dakota. He finds out that his half- brother Caleb is behind them because 

he fears that Dakota will come to collect his part of an inheritance. In Rattler! Dakota 

and Bennie become stuck on their way to visit the poet Walt Whitman for tea. 

Assisting the Marshal as a deputy, Dakota pursues the man who has stolen his 

favorite Colts. Simultaneously, Dakota and Bennie also help to solve the mystery of 

a murder, committed by a respectable banker who was blackmailed for hiring a male 

hustler. 
2 Dakota is well aware that many people watch him because of his tough 



262 s c r e e n i n g c o w b o y s reading masculinities in westerns 

appearance. Riding into Turnpike, he notices how "folks stopped and stared. . . . 

Businessmen left their shops, stood on the street with their arms folded across their 

chests, and watched as I rode by. Dozens of eyes peered out from behind sun-

streaked windows" (Arson 29). 

3 The "confessional" aspect becomes clear in a quote like: "I will go to my 

grave before I admit this out loud" (Arson 25). Later, Dakota is quite sparing towards 

other characters in the information he provides on his relationship with Bennie. 

This relationship arises in the course of Arson! and continues (at least) until Rattler! 

Although they live together as lovers, Dakota tells many people that Bennie is his 

"mining partner" (Silver 62). 

4 Another way to illustrate the suspension of belief in tough heroism is to 

introduce a scene from Tonino Valerii's spaghetti western My Name is Nobody 

(1974) which humorously explores the idea that masculinity depends on visibility. 

Protagonist "Nobody" (Terence Hill) is a rascal who likes to play "funny games." 

One of his games concerns tempting the famous "old-timer" Jack Beauregard 

(Henry Fonda) to one final action in order to ensure that Beauregard's name is writ

ten up in all history books. He has to settle the score with the notorious Wild Bunch. 

After Beauregard has succeeded in this, he has the following dialogue with Nobody: 

"Well, now you got me in the history books - how do I quit? / There's only one way. 

/ How's that? / You've got to die. / Where? / Where there's lots of people." 

Beauregard and Nobody meet each other for a decisive showdown on Main 

Street in New Orleans, amidst a huge crowd of onlookers. The showdown will even 

be registered by a photographer, who instructs the two gunfighters how to position 

themselves for a good picture. Beauregard falls down and his epitaph says ironical

ly that "Nobody was faster on the draw." The grave is empty, however, for the show

down turns out to have been a fake. Nevertheless, the performance has made 

"Nobody a somebody after all," as Beauregard writes in a letter, narrated in voice-

over, as his ship sails for Europe. The scene is a witty exaggeration of the structure 

of traditional westerns because of the fully staged setting. A huge audience and even 

a photographer have gathered, but they are not able to see that a trick is employed. 

Only the two main protagonists and the spectators know that the showdown is com

pletely artificial. The scene reverses The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. In the latter 

film, nobody saw that cowboy Tom actually shot the villain and the cowboy subse

quently became a "nobody," his position overtaken by another man. In Valerii's 

film, everybody sees that "Nobody is faster on the draw," and believes that his 

opponent is dead, but the whole affair is a fraud. Only we as spectators see that 

nothing is revealed. The scene depends on an over-identification with (the function 

of) character-bound focalizers as witnesses to the hero's revelation of his masculine 

identity. 
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Dutch Summary 
Nederlandse Samenvatting 
Deze studie over constructies van mannelijkheid in het genre van de western 

bevindt zich op het snijvlak van culturele analyse en cultuurgeschiedschrijving. 

Culturele analyse behelst in dit geval dat voor het merendeel "oude" films en 

romans worden gelezen vanuit een nadrukkelijk hedendaags perspectief. Ik ben 

westerns "opnieuw" gaan lezen, uitgaande van het relatief recente idee dat manne

lijkheid geen "natuurlijk" gegeven is, maar een constructie die een antwoord vormt 

op problemen en verlangens van man-zijn in bepaalde cultuurhistorische constella

ties. De hedendaagse preoccupatie met mannelijkheid stelt me in staat om het hel

dendom van de cowboy in een nog niet eerder belicht kader te plaatsen. Deze werk

wijze heeft bovendien als voordeel dat behalve de tekst zelf, ook de eigentijdse con

text - een aandachtspunt dat specifiek is voor cultuurgeschiedschrijving - met ande

re ogen kan worden bezien. 

In mijn studie ga ik ervan uit dat een genre wordt gekenmerkt door een wis

selwerking tussen schijnbaar constante en variabele conventies. We kunnen echter 

de fundamentele variabiliteit van het genre pas duiden indien we eerst de zich repe

terende elementen benoemen. Aan de hand van narratologische analyses van "tra

ditionele" westerns heb ik beargumenteerd dat de conventionele cowboy op het 

niveau van de primaire tekst geen "ik" is: hij treedt niet zelf op als de verteller van 

zijn eigen geschiedenis. Hij fungeert doorgaans als object van focalisatie van 

personages die de cowboy waarnemen met "ogen van verbeelding." Deze persona

ges - bij voorkeur een vrouw, een kind, of een tenderfoot - herkennen al bij de eerste 

verschijning van de cowboy op zijn paard dat hij een bedreven ruiter en een stoere 

(revolver)held is. Bovendien associëren de personagegebonden focalisatoren de 

cowboy enerzijds met de wijd open ruimte van waaruit hij opdoemt, terwijl ze hem 

anderzijds beoordelen als een man die hen vertrouwen inboezemt en die zich mak

kelijk aan de samenleving aanpast. Via hun blik wordt de cowboy geïnterpreteerd als 

een figuur die naar believen de grens tussen wildernis en beschaving kan over

schrijden, waardoor hij de status van held verkrijgt. 

Een ander belangrijk narratief moment ligt in de "wederopstanding"-scenes. 

In veel "traditionele" westerns raakt de cowboy gewond, maar onder toeziend oog 

van een zorgzame vrouw die stellig gelooft in zijn ongebroken kracht, herstelt hij 

van zijn blessures. Haar genezende blik doet hem uitgroeien tot het heldhaftige 

personage dat hij altijd al was. De indruk van personagegebonden focalisatoren dat 

de cowboy een "echte" man is, wordt steevast als een juiste geopenbaard in het slot-

duel, waarin de cowboy zich een accuratere schutter toont dan zijn opponent. Dit 
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slotduel wordt meestal gefocaliseerd door mannelijke toeschouwers die verhalen 

over het eerlijke verloop van de strijd en over de kalmte en vingervlugheid van de 

cowboy. Het is cruciaal in "traditionele" westerns dat mannelijkheid door derden 

aan de cowboy-held wordt toegekend. De zwijgzame held die nooit van een schuld

complex blijkt geeft, fungeert voor hen als een projectiescherm waaraan positieve 

eigenschappen worden toegeschreven. 

Ik heb me in het vervolg van de studie geconcentreerd op de variaties in dit 

patroon en op de wijze waarop deze variaties constructies van mannelijkheid ter dis

cussie stellen. Terwijl theorie in veel gevallen behulpzaam is om het specifieke van 

een conventie te belichten, is cultuurhistorische reflectie noodzakelijk als supple

ment om de uitzonderingen op de regel te verklaren. In hoofdstuk drie beschouw ik 

Amerikaanse westerns uit de jaren vijftig, een periode waarin de dominante versie 

van mannelijkheid, anders dan in voorgaande decennia, niet langer wordt afgeme

ten aan de stoere hardheid van de cowboy, maar bepaald wordt door de "softe" 

huiselijkheid van de man met kantoorbaan. Ik bespreek de film Shane (1953) als een 

western waarin via een narratologische kunstgreep de in verval geraakte definitie 

van "harde" mannelijkheid in ere wordt hersteld. In Shane fungeert uitsluitend een 

klein jochie als interne focalisator. Dit jongetje mist de wereldwijsheid om weet te 

hebben van de historische crisis in "klassiek" stoer heldendom en beziet de cowboy 

met kinderlijke verbeelding. Via de veronderstelde naïeve blik van het jongetje 

wordt een brug geslagen naar een tijdvak waarin het geloof in een geijkte construc

tie van "harde" mannelijkheid nog mogelijk is. In hoofdstuk drie besteed ik tevens 

aandacht aan de komische elementen in de film Rio Bravo (1959) en lees ze als een 

defensief, maar ambigu antwoord op de populariteit van theatrale mannelijkheid 

dat aan het eind van de jaren vijftig de veronderstelde authenticiteit van mannelijk

heid dreigt te ondergraven. Terwijl vrouwen in traditionele westerns blijk geven van 

een onvoorwaardelijk vertrouwen in het onverschrokken heldendom van cowboys, 

plaagt in deze film een vrouw de sheriff met humoristisch-dubbelzinnige opmer

kingen. Haar spotternijen kunnen geduid worden als een komische erkenning van 

de robuuste mannelijkheid van de sheriff, maar ook als gerede twijfel aan de aard 

van zijn man-zijn. De "romance" die tussen beiden ontstaat, lijkt erop te wijzen dat 

de sheriff haar tenslotte inpalmt, maar kan ook inhouden dat de sheriff die steeds 

zweerde bij eenduidige antwoorden, uiteindelijk toegeeft aan haar ambiguïteit en 

"maskerades," waardoor de sheriff, ongebruikelijk voor de conventionele western

heid, zich conformeert aan het indertijd vigerende idee van theatrale mannelijkheid. 

In hoofdstuk vier stel ik de theoretische vraag wat de repercussies zijn voor 

de western-held als hij zelf in flashback verhaalt over zijn status als scherpschutter. 

Ik doe dit door het western genre in dialoog te brengen met Jacques Lacans theorie 

over subjectiviteit, waarbij hij stelt dat een subject gedwongen is de taaiorde - het 
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domein van betekenis - binnen te treden en daarbij zijn of haar "zijn" op te geven. 

Dit "zijn" duidt op een niet-referentiële betekenaar, die zo specifiek het wezen van 

een subject bepaalt dat het niet in taal te vatten is. Teneinde deze theorie over de 

onvermijdelijke gespletenheid van subjectiviteit te illustreren, heeft Lacan het voor

beeld gegeven van de hold-up waarin de beroofde voor de keus wordt gesteld: "Je 

geld of je leven." In Lacans visie heeft deze keus een eenzijdige uitkomst. De beroof

de staat zijn/haar geld af om het eigen leven te sparen. De western laat zien dat deze 

visie op de hold-up te beperkt is. Een scène uit Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid 

laat zien hoe een gereputeerde cowboy na bedreigd te zijn, er juist met de buit van

door gaat. Mijn argument in dit hoofdstuk stoelt op het idee dat de heldenstatus van 

een cowboy afhangt van het vermijden van de gebruikelijke subjectpositie. 

De spanning tussen mannelijkheid als een schijnbaar complete constructie 

en subjectiviteit als noodzakelijk gespleten wordt optimaal uitgewerkt in The Man 

Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). In deze film onthult Tom Doniphon aan de jonge 

advocaat Ransom Stoddard dat hij, en niet Ransom, Liberty Valance heeft doodge

schoten om zodoende de advocaat van zijn schuldcomplex te bevrijden. Bewierookt 

door de gemeenschap, onder wie Toms vriendin, die de advocaat voor een succesvol 

schutter aanziet, bouwt Ransom aan een carrière als politicus, terwijl Tom na zijn 

onthulling in de vergetelheid verdwijnt. De film toont dat de feitelijke revolverheld 

de prijs van anonimiteit moet betalen zodra zijn scherpe schot niet is waargenomen 

door anderen en hij in de "val" trapt om zichzelf als "ik" aan te spreken wanneer het 

de showdown betreft: de taaldaad "ik heb scherp geschoten" is een onmogelijke voor 

een cowboy. Deze "regel" kan ook verklaren waarom de cowboy zijn gewelddadig 

optreden steevast met onpersoonlijke frasen rechtvaardigt: "There are some things 

a man just cannot run away from" of "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." 

In hoofdstuk vijf situeer ik The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance historisch. Ik 

maak daarbij een terugkoppeling naar westerns uit de jaren vijftig, waaronder High 

Noon, om een verband te suggereren met de periode van de communistenjacht, aan

gevuurd door senator McCarthy. Op basis van deze westerns ga ik in op de rol van 

autoriteit en de relatie van de cowboy tot de vaderfiguur, die gesplitst is in een ima

ginaire en een symbolische vader, zoals Freuds Totem and Taboo ons leert. De zoon 

voelt zich uitgedaagd om de strijd aan te gaan met de imaginaire vader, maar de wet 

gesteld door de symbolische vader verbiedt hem dat. Dit verbod om de strijd aan te 

gaan met de vader, maakt dat de vader een onmogelijke rivaal is voor de cowboy

zoon. In een genre dat zo nadrukkelijk gegrondvest is op intermannelijke competi

tie, is een figuur met wie de cowboy niet kan vechten, een rariteit. Dat verklaart 

waarom vaderfiguren van de cowboy veelal schitteren door afwezigheid. Toch 

komen vaderfiguren in enkele westerns uit de tweede helft van de jaren vijftig voor, 

met steeds als gevolg dat de held in een crisis verzeild raakt: te verlamd om te 

vechten. 



268 screening cowboys reading masculinities in i 

De film Man of the West (1958) toont hoe deze crisis kan worden bezworen. 

Normaliter dankt de vader zijn status als autoriteit aan het feit dat hij wordt geas

socieerd met de symbolische wet. De vader wordt echter een lachwekkende pias op 

het moment dat hij zich in de rol laat voegen van autoriteit die pretendeert dat hij 

de symbolische wet belichaamt. Zijn pretentie legt bloot dat hij wanhopig poogt om 

macht te etaleren, maar in essentie geen macht bezit. Ik betoog dat McCarthy zijn 

hand overspeelde zodra hij zich aan dezelfde pretentie schuldig maakte. Toen hij 

begon te spreken alsof hij daadwerkelijk een onfeilbare autoriteit was, werd duide

lijk dat hij vanuit een verkeerde positie sprak en wendde het publiek zich van hem 

af. De westerns met vaderfiguren kunnen daarmee als historisch commentaar die

nen op de neergang van het McCarthyisme. Op zijn beurt kan The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance gezien worden als een film die het McCarthyisme in ere poogt te her

stellen. Tom wacht een roemloos einde, omdat niemand hem herkent als de held die 

Shinbone verloste van het kwaad, een lot dat vanuit een McCarthy-gezind perspec

tiefvergelijkbaar is met de "miskenning" die de communistenbestrijdende senator 

ten deel viel. 

Hoofdstuk zes gaat nader in op de rol van de vader aan de hand van de 

Oscarwinnende film Unforgiven (1992). Een weduwnaar met twee jonge kinderen 

neemt zijn oude stiel van premiejagende cowboy weer op omdat zijn boerderij te 

weinig geld oplevert. Zijn kinderen die hem zien oefenen met geweer en paard, heb

ben er weinig vertrouwen in. Naarmate hij langer op de prairie verkeert, wordt hij 

in toenemende mate met "ogen van verbeelding" bezien, wat uitmondt in een 

heroïsche finale waarin hij de dood van een goede vriend vergeldt. Dank zij de pre

mie slaagt hij erin de armzalige boerderij te verlaten en zijn kinderen een betere 

toekomst te bieden. De film toont ons uiteindelijk de neoconservatieve en anti-

emancipatoire les dat de beste vader zijn huiselijke taken negeert om zijn capacitei

ten buitenshuis optimaal te ontplooien. 

In hoofdstuk zeven staat de vraag centraal waarom de cowboy er niet in 

slaagt zich een identiteit als "witte indiaan" aan te meten. De westernfilms The 

Searchers (1956) en Run of the Arrow (1957) buiten deze onmogelijkheid op zelfre

flexieve wijze uit en ik introduceer ze als tegenwicht voor Norman Mailers invloed

rijke contemporaine essay "The White Negro." De zogeheten witte neger uit Mailers 

essay eigent zich de hem welgevallige facetten van de zwarte man toe om daarmee 

zijn identiteit als mannelijke outsider te verrijken. The Searchers, daarentegen, laat 

zien dat zodra de held de door hem verfoeide indiaan bestrijdt, hij zich van metho

den bedient die nog "wilder dan wild" zijn. Run of the Arrow toont dat de held zich 

nooit voldoende kan identificeren met de door hem als "nobele wilde" bewonderde 

indiaan. Zodra de indiaan zijn bruut-militaire kracht tegenover afspraakschenden-

de blanken toont, kan de held, zoals een duizelingwekkend subjectief shot sugge

reert, niet meer helder waarnemen. De held kan zich alleen met de indiaan identi-
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ficeren in zoverre deze beantwoordt aan zijn vooropgezette idee van de "nobele 

wilde." De ene western suggereert dat de cowboy de indiaan altijd te veel imiteert en 

de andere western maakt duidelijk dat de cowboy zich nooit genoeg met de indiaan 

kan identificeren. Deze gemiste ontmoetingen houden verband met de historische 

positie van de indiaan. Terwijl de zwarte in de traditie van geïmporteerde slaaf te 

plaatsen is, heeft de indiaan de status van oorspronkelijke bewoner die gedoemd is 

te verdwijnen. Met de teloorgang van de indiaan dreigt de wit-Amerikaanse identi

teit beroofd te worden van die kwaliteiten die altijd op de indiaan zijn geprojecteerd: 

trots, nobelheid en gemeenschapszin. 

In de roman Little Big Man (1964), besproken in hoofdstuk acht, worden 

deze kwaliteiten van de indiaan in herinnering geroepen in het bizarre relaas van 

een stokoude man, die beweert de enige blanke te zijn die de slag bij Little Bighorn 

(1876) heeft overleefd. Deze legendarische overwinning van de indianen op het 

Amerikaanse leger van generaal Custer heeft paradoxaal genoeg hun ondergang 

ingeluid. In de roman vertelt Jack Crabb zijn hilarische levensgeschiedenis, die 

gekenmerkt wordt door een voortdurend pendelen tussen de werelden van de witte 

Amerikanen en de Cheyennes. De held, die tevens de onconventionele rol van inter

ne verteller vervult, bekent dat hij in beide werelden niet helemaal thuis is. Tot slot 

lijkt zijn sympathie over te hellen naar de Cheyennes, maar zodra hij zichzelf aan

spreekt als "Little Big Man," een door de indianen aan hem toebedeelde erenaam, 

wordt hij gecorrigeerd door de hoofdman. De enige manier om blijk te geven van 

zijn verwantschap met de indianen is om geheel in hun gemeenschap op te gaan, 

niet om zich te laten voorstaan op zijn identiteit als witte Cheyenne. Deze vorm van 

verwantschap impliceert een politieke stellingname, actueel in de jaren zestig wan

neer verschillende etnische en minderheidsgroepen hun stem verheffen. De roman 

suggereert dat het voor een blanke geen pas geeft om met andere etnische groepen 

te sympathiseren ter verrijking van zijn/haar eigen identiteit: hij/zij dient bereid te 

zijn te leven als een "ander temidden van anderen." 

Hoofdstuk negen stelt het idee van de "nobele wilde" vanuit een Europese 

context aan de orde. In de fin-de-siècle roman Winnetou I van de Duitser Karl May 

figureert de Duitse frontiersman Old Shatterhand, na aanvankelijke vijandschap, als 

een bloedbroeder voor de indiaan Winnetou. Deze ideaal schijnende vorm van inter

culturele vriendschap is echter gegrondvest op een utopie. Ik beargumenteer dat de 

bloedbroederschap vooral wordt opgevoerd voor een Westeuropese blik. Aan het 

eind van de negentiende eeuw bestaat in West-Europa de vrees voor een apocalyps, 

omdat veel burgers menen dat de (industriële) beschaving te ver is doorgeschoten. 

De Apache-indianen in Winnetou I worden gerepresenteerd als figuren die bereid 

zijn om hun ogen te sluiten voor de degeneratie van de beschaving en om Old 

Shatterhand te beoordelen op zijn eigen merites en "natuurlijke" kwaliteiten. De 

indianen in Mays book vervullen de rol van een transparant scherm waarop de blan-
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ke man een gewenst zelfbeeld projecteert dat vervolgens naar hem wordt terugge
kaatst. 

De boeken van May worden op grote schaal verfilmd aan het begin van de 

jaren zestig. Deze gewijzigde cultuurhistorische context rechtvaardigt een andere 

leeswijze. Het is mijn punt dat de bloedbroederschap in de film Winnetou dient om, 

via de omweg van de rol van het western genre in het herschrijven van de 

Amerikaanse geschiedenis, de erfenis van het Nazi-verleden waar de naoorlogse 

Duitse identiteit door is besmet, te balsemen. In de film wordt gerefereerd aan het 

barbaarse optreden van de Amerikanen tegen de indianen een eeuw geleden. De 

harmonieuze vriendschap die in Winnetou tussen de voormalige tegenstanders ont

staat impliceert hoe de verstandhouding tussen beiden ten goede is gekeerd. De 

bloedbroederschap in de film is zo aansprekend voor een naoorlogs Duits publiek, 

aangezien er wordt geappelleerd aan een verlangen om een besmette geschiedenis 

te herschrijven ten faveure van een heden dan wel toekomst van verzoening. Dat 

vereist van de slachtoffers van de Duitse oorlogsvoering eenzelfde plooibare hou

ding als de indianen hebben tentoongespreid ten aanzien van de witte Amerikanen, 

zoals die wordt voorgesteld in talloze westerns. Aangezien het western genre 

Amerikanen in staat stelde hun identiteit als brute veroveraars te herschrijven tot 

welvarende burgers, fungeert dit genre binnen de Duitse verbeelding als een model 

om in het reine te komen met hun besmette verleden en om de belofte levend te 

houden dat zij eens als goede democraten zullen worden geaccepteerd. 

Hoofdstuk tien en elf behandelen verschillende vormen van humor in 

Europese westerns. Deze vormen van humor fungeren als steeds wisselend com

mentaar op constructies van naoorlogse Europese identiteit, ingegeven door de 

gedachte dat het beeld van de ander (Amerika) wordt gebruikt om gestalte te geven 

aan een zelfbeeld. In de Frans-Belgische Lucky Lwfce-stripalbums zijn globaal geno

men twee soorten figuren. Enerzijds zijn er bijfiguren die zichzelf dodelijk serieus 

nemen en steevast samenvallen met het stereotype beeld dat ze representeren. 

Anderzijds is hoofdfiguur Lucky Luke de "goede" cowboy, die of wordt onderschat 

door domme krachtpatsers of de rol van "slechterik" speelt om anderen op het rech

te pad te brengen. De mild-karikaturale vorm van Amerikaans heldendom in deze 

komische strip breng ik in verband met een mengeling van dankbaarheid jegens de 

rol van Amerikaanse soldaten in de bevrijding van Europa en de onvrede over de te 

nadrukkelijke invloed van Amerikaanse cultuur in het naoorlogse tijdperk. In de 

zogeheten Italiaanse "spaghetti"-films daarentegen, worden de categorieën "goed" 

en "slecht," die in Amerikaanse westerns altijd voldoende te onderscheiden zijn 

geweest, op ironische wijze aan elkaar gelijkgesteld. Deze ironisering leidt tot een 

kritisch-burleske vorm van Amerikaans heldendom, hetgeen tot effect heeft dat 

negatieve gevoelens over naoorlogse Italiaanse identiteit, gestigmatiseerd door een 

fascistisch verleden, worden verschoven naar Amerikanen, wier veronderstelde 
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superioriteit in Europa irritatie had gewekt bij Italianen. 

In hoofdstuk elf analyseer ik de Nederlandse roman De ballade van de beul 

(1980). In deze roman onderneemt de Europese emigrant Howard Hauser pogin

gen om de "Amerikaanse droom" na te jagen. Deze droom is geworteld in een aan 

westerns ontleende traditie van krachtig individualisme en een vertoon van "hard" 

mannelijk heldendom. In De ballade van de beul wordt nadrukkelijk gezinspeeld op 

het failliet van deze droom. De gemankeerde cowboy/derderangs acteur schiet 

voortdurend zijn doel voorbij. Of hij houdt er een te losbandig leven op na, geïn

spireerd op het idee dat Amerika het land van de vrijheid is. Of hij conformeert zich, 

in een poging zijn patriottisme te betonen en zijn schanddaden uit het verleden wit 

te wassen, te strikt aan de letter van de wet. De cowboy meent dat hij als beul, een 

voltrekker van de volkswil in zijn ogen, Amerika terwille kan zijn. De acteur veron

derstelt ten onrechte dat hij het landsbelang kan dienen door collega's aan te geven 

bij de communistenjagers. De cowboy/acteur delft in beide gevallen het onderspit 

door een gebrek aan ironische distantie tot het idee van vrijheid en door zijn onver

mogen een verschil te maken tussen de wet en gerechtigheid. Door een verband te 

leggen tussen de zelfreflexieve parodie op de western, die deze roman is, en een 

lezing van Ferron over de waarde van democratie kan De ballade van de beul worden 

gelezen als een vorm van leedvermaak om de morele crisis in de Amerikaanse poli

tiek in de jaren zeventig: de ingebouwde ironische houding die kenmerkend is voor 

Westeuropese democratie wordt geëvoceerd als een redelijk alternatief voor de dode

lijk serieuze pogingen van de anti-held om "Amerikaanser te zijn dan de 

Amerikanen." 

Tot slot besteed ik aandacht aan de relaties tussen mannen onderling in de 

afsluitende hoofdstukken twaalf en dertien. Omdat vrouwen niet langer onvoor

waardelijk geloof hechten aan de "stoere" mannelijkheid aan het eind van de jaren 

vijftig, ontstaat de tendens dat de voorheen eenzame cowboy vaker het gezelschap 

zoekt van andere mannen. Howard Hawks' film Rio Bravo is daarvan een exempla

risch voorbeeld. De wijze waarop mannen in deze film met elkaar verkeren, wordt 

gekenmerkt door een schommelbeweging tussen kameraadschap en rivaliteit. De 

hechte omgang tussen de mannen onderling bevat een ontkenningsmechanisme 

dat ik als "homofobe ironie" omschrijf en dat ervoor zorgt dat de relaties niet als 

homoseksueel zijn te typeren. Ik contrasteer deze film met westerns waarin homo

seksuele cowboys optreden en betoog hoe de schommelbeweging tussen kameraad

schap en rivaliteit, wordt doorkruist. In Andy Warhols film Lonesome Cowboys 

(1969) houden de cowboys zich te nadrukkelijk bezig met het etaleren van hun 

lichaam en de ronding van hun achterwerk. Hun parade van mannelijkheid creëert 

door het expliciete vertoon geen beeld van "authentiek" heldendom, maar roept juist 

het effect van maskerade op wat wordt geassocieerd met vrouwelijkheid. Warhols 

film valt goed te plaatsen binnen de context van Pop Art, een kunststroming waar-
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in sterkere interesse bestond voor façades en verschijningen dan voor ideeën van 
essentiële identiteit. 

In hoofdstuk dertien lees ik de Dakota Taylor-reeks, een serie Amerikaanse 
pulp-westerns uit de jaren negentig, geschreven in de traditie van Louis L'Amour, 
maar met een cruciaal verschil: de cowboy treedt zelf als interne verteller op en 
bekent zijn liefdesaffaires met andere mannen. De serie romans draagt ten eerste 
bij aan een inzicht dat sinds de laatste vijfentwintig jaar pas opgeld doet, namelijk 
dat mannelijke homoseksuelen zich niet uitsluitend met vrouwelijkheid identifice
ren, maar evengoed met mannelijkheid. Ten tweede heeft de reeks als effect dat het 
van westerns bekende homosociale scenario binnenstebuiten wordt gekeerd. De 
romans bieden een rigoureuze kritiek op de aard van intermannelijke rivaliteit. In 
de beschrijvingen van zijn avonturen laat de cowboy doorschemeren dat zodra de 
vriendschap tussen mannen verstrikt raakt in wederzijds seksueel verlangen, de 
onderlinge competitiedrang - een onmisbare component in de reguliere western -
wordt uitgehold. In die zin is de mannelijkheid die in traditionele westerns gestalte 
krijgt per definitie heteroseksueel en betekent een homoseksuele cowboy een 
deconstructie van het genre. 
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Select Filmography 
This list only includes films from which I describe a scene or the plot and/or films 

from which I quote my own transcriptions of dialogue. 

Abel Dir. Alex van Warmerdam. First Floor Features, 1986. 

Along Came Jones Dir. Stuart Heisler. International, 1945. 

Back to the Future III Dir. Robert Zemeckis. Amblin Entertainment/ 

Universal, 1990. 

Backlash Dir. John Sturges. Universal, 1956. 

Blazing Saddles Dir. Mel Brooks. Crossbow/Warner Bros., 1974. 

Broken Lance Dir. Edward Dmytryk. 20th Century-Fox, 1954. 

Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid Dir. George Roy Hill. 20th Century-Fox, 1969. 

Dances with Wolves Dir. Kevin Costner. Tig Prods/Majestic/Guild, 1990. 

Duel in the Sun Dir. King Vidor. Vanguard/Selznick, 1946. 

Fort Apache Dir. John Ford. Argosy/RKO, 1948. 

Forty Guns Dir. Samuel Fuller. Globe Enterprises/20th Century-Fox, 1957. 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (orig II buono, il brutto, il cattivo) Dir. Sergio Leone. 

PEA/United Artists, 1967. 

The Gunfighter Dir. Henry King. 20th Century-Fox, 1950. 

The Halliday Brand Dir. Joseph H. Lewis. Collier Young Associates/ 

United Artists, 1957. 

High Noon Dir. Fred Zinnemann. Stanley Kramer Prods/United Artists, 1952. 

Johnny Guitar Dir. Nicholas Ray. Republic, 1954. 

Last Train from Gun Hill Dir. John Sturges. Paramount/Bryna, 1959. 

Lonesome Cowboys Dir. Andy Warhol. Factory Films, 1968. 

The Magnificent Seven Dir. John Sturges. United Artists/Mirisch, i960 . 

Man of the West Dir. Anthony Mann. Ashton Prods, 1958. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance Dir. John Ford. John Ford Prods/ 

Paramount, 1962. 

Man Without a Star Dir. King Vidor. Universal, 1955. 

Midnight Cowboy Dir. John Schlesinger. Jerome Hellman Prods, 1969. 

My Darling Clementine Dir. John Ford. 20th Century-Fox, 1946. 

My Name is Nobody (orig II mio nome e Nessuno) Dir. Tonino Valerii. Rafran/Jacques 

Leitienne/Alcinter/Rialto, 1974. 

The Naked Spur Dir. Anthony Mann. MGM, 1953. 

Once Upon a Time in the West (orig Cera una volta il west) Dir. Sergio Leone. 

Rafran/San Marco/Paramount, 1969. 
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The Quick and the Dead Dir. Sam Raimi. Columbia Tristar , 1995. 

Pursued Dir. Raoul Walsh. Warner Bros., 1947. 

Rancho Notorious Dir. Fritz Lang. Fidelity Pictures/RKO, 1952. 

Ride the High Country Dir. Sam Peckinpah. MGM, 1962. 

Rio Bravo Dir. Howard Hawks. Armada Prods/Warner Bros., 1959. 

Run of the Arrow Dir. Samuel Fuller. Globe Enterprises/RKO, 1957. 

The Searchers Dir. John Ford. Warner Bros., 1956. 

Shane Dir. George Stevens. Paramount, 1953. 

Stagecoach Dir. John Ford. Walter Wanger Prods/United Artists, 1939. 

Support Your Local Gunfighter Dir. Burt Kennedy. Cherokee/Brigade, 1971. 

The Tall Men Dir. Raoul Walsh. 20th Century-Fox, 1955. 

Three Amigos! Dir. John Landis. Orion/Home Box Office, 1986. 

The Tin Star Dir. Anthony Mann. Paramount, 1957. 

Unforgiven Dir. Clint Eastwood. Warner Bros., 1992. 

Winnetou the Warrior (orig Winnetou) Dir. Harald Reinl. Rialto Film/ Jadran 

Film/Ste Nouvelle de Cinéma, 1963. 
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