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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. 



84 s c r e e n i n g c o w b o y s reading masculinities in westerns 

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 



art two chapter four 87 

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 



92 screening cowboys reading masculinities in westerns 

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. 



part two chapter four 101 

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." 


