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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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