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CHAPTER FIVE 

Historical Reversals from Dead to 

Hypermasculine Fathers 

My reading of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance in the previous chapter left me 

with two unanswered questions. First, why did the symbolic order not offer an alter

native, even a bad alternative, to Tom Doniphon? Because his skilled shooting is not 

witnessed by the citizens of Shinbone, the clumsy attorney-at-law, presumed to be 

the killer of Liberty Valance, takes Doniphon's place as hero in the citizens' imagi

nation. Subsequently narrating the showdown in flashback, Tom seals his fate. He 

can no longer function as an idealized projection screen: in the role of narrator, he 

has definitively surrendered "being." This surrender is a common consequence of 

the process of subjectivization. Via the sacrifice of "being" one becomes a member 

of the symbolic order. Tom completely vanishes from society, however, and dies as 

an anonymous and unknown figure. In drawing a comparison with two westerns 

from the late fifties I will attempt to explain why Tom could not do otherwise than 

disappear from society. 

The second question is historical in nature: why, in a western from 1962, is 

a skilled gunfighter used as the internal narrator of his own gunfight as a prelude 

to his gradual neglect by the townspeople? This device is a clear-cut deviation from 

the traditional western convention dictating that the good gunfighter be represented 

as the focalized object of characters who judge him favorably. 

In order to address these questions, I will treat Ford's The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance both as a transitional film within the western genre and as a belated 

social-political comment on the almost bygone era of rabid anti-Communism. The 

interdependency of these two histories will be considered through a discussion of 

the figure - or rather two figures - of the father. In the western, the cowboy's father 

figure is by and large notable for his absence. He is prominently present, however, 

in some western films produced in the second half of the fifties. After explaining 

the father figure's conventional absence, I will draw on my discussion of American 

cinematic and social history to frame the unusual presence of the father in two of 

these films. 

This chapter will proceed in four steps. First, Fred Zinnemann's landmark 

western film High Noon (1952) will be read as an overdetermined comment on the 

McCarthy era. Second, I will elaborate upon father figures and argue that in mid-

and late-fifties westerns the cowboy's masculinity experienced a crisis due to the 

unprecedented emergence of hypermasculine father figures. Third, I will indicate 

how one proposed resolution of this crisis of western's generic masculinity was 



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

imbricated with the waning influence of McCarthyism. Finally, I will consider how 

the interrelated histories of western generic masculinity and McCarthyism set off 

the gunfighter's growing neglect by the townspeople in The Man Who Shot Liberty 

Valance. 

Violating the Position of Law from Within 

Above I suggested that the haunting influence of McCarthyism hovered over the 

western genre in the fifties and early sixties. The issue of McCarthyism came most 

explicitly to the fore in Zinnemann's famous film High Noon, based on the 

magazine story "The Tin Star" by John W. Cunningham. This western film was 

intended to offer a straightforward condemnation of the controversial practices of 

Communist-hunting. The film, however, can also be interpreted the other way 

around, in support of the anti-Communists. High Noon will be read as an ambi

guous comment on contemporary events and ideology. A discussion of this western 

film is particularly relevant since High Noon is not simply a snapshot in the history 

of the western genre but a herald of generic "transition" (Wright 74-77) that antici

pates, as I will claim, the unprecedented presence of the cowboy's father as a domi

nant figure in later westerns. 

On the day of his wedding and of his retirement as the marshal of 

Hadleyville, Will Kane (Gary Cooper) is told about the announced arrival of his old 

enemy Frank Miller (Ian MacDonald), who will be welcomed by three friends. The 

citizens who have tendered their thanks to Kane for his merits as marshal recom

mend that he leave town immediately. Kane initially follows their advice but then 

decides to return despite the protests of his Quaker-bride Amy Fowler (Grace Kelly). 

He refuses to consider her objections: "I've gotta (return). That's the whole thing." 

Kane plans to gather together a posse (a body of armed men summoned by the 

sheriff to enforce the law) as he did years before, when he arrested Miller for the 

first time. Though Kane tries to persuade the town's citizens to join him, however, 

an attempt that takes up the greater part of the film, no one agrees to assist him. 

The townspeople have various reasons for not participating in and identi

fying with the marshal's mission, which in general can be divided into two catego

ries: too "feminine" reasons and too "masculine" ones. Judge Percy Mettrick (Otto 

Kruger) advises Kane not to be concerned about Hadleyville, since it is "just a dirty 

little village in the middle of nowhere." The judge proposes that Kane choose the 

easy way out and simply flee. The chief selectman Joe Henderson (Thomas Mitchell) 

thinks that any news about fighting will reflect badly on Hadleyville as an 

interesting and safe town for future investors. This spokesman is opposed to violent 

confrontations which take place within the borders of civilization, and prefers the 

presence of outlaws over violent attempts to eliminate them. 
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The former marshal Martin Howe (Lon Chaney), physically unable to help 

Kane, tells his successor that people may talk a lot about law and order but deep 

down they do not care about it. If he were Kane, he too would leave this indifferent 

town to its own devices. The young Harvey Pell (Lloyd Bridges) will agree to help the 

marshal only on condition that he be named the marshal's successor. He is not 

interested in maintaining the law, but only in the status of lawman. Harvey may 

have broad shoulders, says his girlfriend Helen Ramirez (Katy Jurado), who also is 

a former lover of both Kane and his enemy Miller, but she doubts if he will ever be 

a man. In line with Helen Ramirez's judgment of Harvey, all these reasons by the 

various townsmen can be qualified as "feminine," since they are different excuses 

for backing away from doing "what a man's gotta do." There are also other, "too 

masculine" reasons for ignoring Kane's plea for help. These derive by and large 

from the fact that some men sympathize with a man who extensively and violently 

transgresses the law. In the saloon, the assembled friends of Frank Miller look for

ward to the lively times ahead. Their joyful expectancy of violence and their possi

ble participation in that violence reinforce their bonds to the hypermasculine out

law. A hotel desk clerk shares their excitement, explaining to Amy Fowler that he is 

in favor of Miller's presence because he expects the outlaw will turn Hadleyville into 

a busy place again. 

The citizens refuse to mandate Kane's job as a necessary and justified trans

gression of the law that serves society. Some men such as Joe Henderson consider 

him too much like an outlaw, others such as the desk clerk in the hotel regard him 

as not outlaw-like enough and prefer Miller. In a western, the badge or tin star con

ventionally signifies legitimation to use violence in the name of society. The badge 

compels townspeople into an identification with a shared interest that is channeled 

via the marshal: an active identification for real men and a passive one for women 

or feminized men. The recognition of this shared interest determines the marshal's 

duty. He has a mandate to protect a town against evil. In High Noon, however, the 

tin star has lost its function to bind men as men. 

The marshal or sheriff occupies the position of law by the symbolic act of 

appointment. He fulfils the function of an anchoring point, to whom citizens always 

address themselves for their safety. Generally townspeople pay him respect for the 

simple fact that he is a representative of the law. The citizens' awe of a marshal is 

increased when he proves by his strength and actions that he lives up to the illusion 

of masculinity. We saw in chapter four that the citizens of Shinbone in The Man 

Who Shot Liberty Valance deny the buffoon-sheriff Link Appleyard such recognition; 

but he is so naive that he hardly realizes that he is not taken seriously. He is a silly 

figure who thinks that he is appointed as a representative of the law because he is 

already in himself a sheriff. Marshal Kane from High Noon, however, realizes that 

the citizens, having withdrawn their support, no longer take for granted the idea 



110 screen ing cowboys reading masculinities in westerns 

that he occupies the position of the law. Consequently, he becomes increasingly, 

visibly disappointed. His facial expression becomes progressively more distorted as 

he realizes that no one is prepared to assist him. This impression of his anguish is 

intensified by the bleak, black and white tones in which High Noon is shot. 

Unlike the situation in traditional westerns, High Noon's scenes are general

ly focalized by main character Kane. When he enters the church to ask for 

assistance, all the people's looks are directed at him, and at us, since his entrance is 

filmed as a subjective shot. The effect of Kane's positioning as focalizer is that his 

despair is subjectivized. As we saw in the previous chapter, subjectivization implies 

that "being" is donated in exchange for a place within the symbolic network as sub

ject: one becomes an "I," the shifter of alienated identity. The case is different for 

an officially appointed marshal. Because of his function, he holds a position that dif

ferentiates him from other subjects in town. When the citizens withdraw their sup

port and faith in him, however, any claim to this position becomes preposterous. If 

a marshal is fully appreciated, the citizens give him the idea, to cite Lacan's axiom 

once again, that "there is in you something more than you" (FFCP 263). The citi

zens in Hadleyville, however, act as if their (retiring) marshal is not superior to 

them. He is no longer held in high regard. Significantly, the townspeople consider 

Kane a man who is literally on his way to death. When he is at the barber, he hears 

that the undertaker is building his coffin. In an alley, some children playing "bang-

bang-you're-dead-Kane" bump into him. 

In spite of the citizens' lack of support, Kane decides that he has reached the 

point of no return. The only one who clearly understands that he cannot leave 

Hadleyville and that the town will die when Kane dies, is his former love Helen 

Ramirez. She encourages Kane's wife Amy to stand by her man. Amy's intervention 

results in the marshal's unexpected victory. First, she shoots one of the bad guys, 

and when she is made hostage by Frank Miller, she obstructs his firing at her hus

band. Her act enables Kane to shoot the recently released convict. After Miller's 

death, the townspeople reluctantly leave their houses. Kane watches them with a 

disconsolate look and throws his tin star to the ground, which is High Noon's best-

known and most controversial scene. The film's final scene engendered an intense

ly angry response among a part of the public for its presumed "un-Americanism." 

One of the spectators who condemned the final scene with the tin star as the 

"most un-American thing he had ever seen" (qtd. in Lenihan 23) was John Wayne, 

possibly the most popular western movie star since his breakthrough in 1939. 

Kane's gesture of throwing his badge of office in the dust so infuriated Wayne that 

he is quoted in a 1971 interview as saying that "ole Coop stepped on it" (23), which 

he did not. But what exactly is so offensive about the parting scene of Zinnemann's 

picture? In order to answer this question, the scene will be understood as an inter-

textual difference, as a variation upon a convention. This difference, then, is made 
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meaningful by reading High Noon historically. 

In a traditional western, the badge is regarded as the object which signifies 

the marshal's inscription in the place of "meaning." The marshal is presumed to 

have all the answers to the citizens' questions of law and safety. Even when the hero 

is an outlaw who takes the law into his own hands, this inscription can still occur. 

In John Ford's famous Stagecoach (1939), which made John Wayne a star, Wayne 

plays the Ringo Kid who takes revenge for his father's and brother's death under 

supervision of the sheriff (George Bancroft). Out of a sense of justice, Ringo fills the 

role of support to the failing law, which is considered appropriate for a masculine 

hero according to the adage "A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do." In Stagecoach, 

the law remains a point of attraction since Ringo's identity as a good outlaw is con

firmed by the sheriff who as a representative of this law decides not to arrest Ringo 

for his killings. In a traditional western, the tin star marks the unclearly delineated 

space of law. For that reason, the badge is always more than just a random object, 

made of tin. The bearer of the badge has the mandate to distinguish between what 

is good and what is bad according to eastern and/or western law. 

Kane's act of throwing the tin star in the dust is considered a "gesture of con

tempt" (French 34) because the marshal, as bearer of the badge, deliberately rejects 

his mandate. A traditional western tends to conclude with a clear delineation of 

what is right and what is wrong. The hero, whether he is a cowboy-outlaw or 

sheriff/marshal, is represented as the one who can distinguish between good and 

bad. High Noon challenges its audience by not offering the closure of a definite 

answer but instead ending with an open question. By outwitting Miller and his 

friends, Kane for all intents and purposes proves himself an adequate point of 

address for the citizens' questions regarding good and bad. Disappointed by their 

lack of support, however, Kane refuses to fill the role of "judge," and consequently 

the final answer is suspended. High Noon differs from a traditional western, 

because the position of law that guarantees the citizens' safety is not filled by a good 

hero, as usual, but is ultimately left unoccupied as a result of Kane's gesture. 

This intertextual difference provides a clue for grasping what is so 

scandalous about Kane's act in the eyes of an actor like John Wayne. Meaning 

resides in framing intertextual difference(s) historically. Mediated by variability, 

High Noon can be seen as a contemporary comment upon the McCarthy era of Great 

Fear, as critics such as Lenihan and Mitchell have noted. In the early period of 

America's Cold War with Communist Soviet-Union immediately after World War 

II, many Americans were beset by the "Red Scare": a panicked obsession with 

Communism in general and domestic Communism in particular.1 A recurring 

question in this period was: "Have you ever been a member of the Communist 

Party?" Those who dared to answer this question in the affirmative saw their careers 

and lives devastated. Searching for Communist ties and influences, the House Un-



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

American Activities Committee (HUAC), installed by Congress, targeted Hollywood 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Ten persons who refused to cooperate fully with 

HUAC's mission were put in jail in 1950. Their sentences shattered the film 

industry's opposition to HUAC. The bond of Screen Actors Guild rebuffed an 

actress who asked for help when under subpoena, and likened her criticism of 

HUAC to Communist propaganda. The Screen Directors Guild even made its mem

bers take a loyalty oath (Fried 153-54): questioning the HUAC's inquiries became a 

clear indiscretion. 

The political figure-head of anti-Communism was Wisconsin Senator Joseph 

R. McCarthy who claimed that the government was too soft on Communism. He 

was so influential that the time period has been given the Senator's name. The first 

part of the fifties is characterized as the McCarthy era. The Senator appealed to the 

plebeian appetite for rough justice in his attacks upon what he described as "left-

wing, bleeding-heart, phony liberals" (qtd. in Caute 48). Several pressure groups 

lent support to his ruthless attempt to have America live up to its assumed anti-

Communist traditions. One of these pressure groups "baying for blood" (502) was 

the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, and John 

Wayne was its president at the time of High Noon. McCarthyites were not particular 

about an accusation more or less, since they considered their cause a legitimate one. 

In a 1954 poll, 58 percent of the Americans supported "Red-hunting" even if it 

meant damaging the lives of innocent people (Heale 183). 

The heydays of Communist-hunting were in the early fifties during the pres

idency of Truman who was too soft in the eyes of McCarthyites. The president, 

however, had to tolerate the nationwide investigations by McCarthyites, because the 

committees were installed by Congress. These committees were solely preoccupied 

with "naming names - names, names, more names" (qtd. in Caute 501). During 

HUAC's second investigation in Hollywood, begun in 1951, the black-list was born. 

If one's name appeared on the list because it was mentioned by a so-called friendly 

witness, one's career was virtually ruined. One citizen could seal the fate of a 

colleague and fellow-citizen. This practice could be preserved thanks to the silent 

support of citizens who refused to stand up to the congressional investigations by 

McCarthyites. 

Carl Foreman wrote the screenplay for High Noon while under subpoena by 

HUAC to testify about his alleged Communist affiliation. In interviews, he has said 

that he explicitly intended to construct an analogy between the way he was pres

sured by Hollywood to collaborate with the congressional investigation and the way 

marshal Kane was pressured by the townspeople to leave Hadleyville (Lenihan 120). 

The marshal in High Noon does not give in to the arrival of the villain in the com

pany of three obedient assistants. He chooses to remain faithful to what he 

considers his masculine responsibility. Analogous to Kane, Foreman himself 
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refused to give in to Hollywood's commands to collaborate with HUAC (119-20) and 

moved to England after his name had been named by some "talkies" before the 

Committee.2 

In light of this anti-McCarthyite analogy, Kane's final act with the badge can 

ultimately be seen as an "un-American" actualization. In the early fifties 

Communist-hunters put their considerations on a par with Americanism. They 

promoted themselves as fighting a courageous battle against the ruling Democrats 

in Washington while insisting that "McCarthyism is Americanism with its sleeves 

rolled up" (Heale 154). Their cause was to introduce a new standard for patriotism. 

By combating the Communist enemy within, McCarthyism represented in the eyes 

of its supporters a limitation of what was tolerable and acceptable. Their cause was 

to invoke a new set of boundaries of what was right and what was wrong. Possible 

membership in the Communist Party, whether in the present or the past, became 

the new criterion for badness. 

High Noon can be regarded as a western movie that goes against the grain. 

On the one hand the citizens refuse to invest in the figure who is supposed to enact 

the law and on the other hand, in the final scene the marshal himself refuses to con

tinue occupying the position of law enforcer. He ignores his duty to set up a 

standard by which the law can be judged. He does not provide an answer but only 

raises a question by throwing his badge on the ground: Is there still a legitimate 

place from which the law can be maintained? Simply the act of posing this question 

could be considered "un-American" at the time when McCarthyism was in force. 

McCarthyism was presented as intensifying the law, while in High Noon the ground 

is swept out from under the law. Without firm grounding, the question of legitima

cy is raised: Who can speak in the name of law? At a time when McCarthyites 

claimed to speak from this standpoint, High Noon suggested how precarious that 

position actually was. 

So far, Zinnemann's High Noon is read as a contemporary criticism of 

McCarthyism. This reading confirms Carl Foreman's remarks about the analogy 

between the plot of the film and his own situation. Like Kane who received no back

up from the citizens of Hadleyville, Foreman too was not supported by the 

Hollywood film community and became a black-listed victim of the Red Scare. High 

Noon, however, is more complex than such an analogy suggests. As John Lenihan 

(120) and Lee Clark Mitchell (191-92) have noted, the plot can just as easily be read 

conversely. The film about a loner who refuses to compromise with that which 

threatens the community is not only akin to the HUAC-victims, but also to the 

Communist-hunters themselves, the target of Foreman's polemic. Like HUAC-sus-

pects, the McCarthyite committee-investigators considered themselves people who 

refused to give in to "civic complacency" (Lenihan 121), and in this respect they 

resembled, rather than differed from, High Noon's protagonist. Hence, the critical 
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potential of High Noon can be read in opposite ways. In the figure of marshal Kane 

both the HUAC-victim and the Communist-hunter could be uncovered.3 

In the second case, however, the final scene is given a sharp twist. From an 

anti-McCarthyite perspective, the final scene suggests the shocking possibility that 

the law can be enacted from an illegitimate position. Nonetheless, a McCarthyite 

can also interpret Kane's gesture to his advantage. According to the rules of demo

cracy, president Truman occupies a central place in the legal and social structure, 

merely because of his position as president. Red-hunters believed, however, that 

abiding by the law of this "soft" president could give the enemy within an opportu

nity to destroy the country. They considered it more "American" to deviate from 

officially beaten paths and to persist in fulfilling their goal against all odds. As dedi

cated McCarthyites it was better to go "outlaw" like Kane. The marshal becomes an 

outlaw the moment he treats the tin star, supreme signifier of the law, disrespect

fully. However, his outlawry is a reaction to the lack of citizens' approval for his 

actions, which he himself regarded as good and noble. Similarly, for McCarthyites, 

lack of support for their actions was of minor importance than their "valuable" mis

sion. They were prepared to operate from a position as outcasts to reach their goal. 

The Father as Impossible Figure in the Western 

In a traditional western the locus of the law never remains unoccupied. In the case 

of an absent or weak marshal, the good cowboy extends a helping hand to a town 

threatened by villains. According to the embedded focalizers, he restores justice and 

functions as a necessary support to the failing law. In High Noon, the marshal 

restores justice but also turns his back on the law. As a marshal he subverts the 

place of the law from within, which can be read as an overdetermined comment 

upon McCarthyism. Marshal Kane's gesture has left its mark on the genre. In 

several mid- and late-fifties western films, the empty locus of the law comes to be 

occupied by a too dominant father figure who until then has only been notable for 

his common absence in the history of the genre. 

Usually, the hero in the western is a lonesome, unbound stranger, with a 

mysterious past. At this point, I can recall the questions in my Introduction, voiced 

by the father in the Dutch film Abel: "Does he never visit his parents? Did they die 

or is the cowboy an abandoned child?" In order to examine what is implied by the 

unconventional presence of the cowboy's father in some fifties westerns, I will sug

gest that his absence facilitates the cowboy's masculinity. In order to understand the 

notable absence of the father I will analyze a bathtub-scene from John Ford's 

western film The Searchers (1956). This scene enables me to expose the dual charac

ter of the father figure and to indicate how the figure of the father problematizes 

conventional constructions of masculinity in westerns. 

The scene from The Searchers concerns a comic intermezzo in the story. The 
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film centers on the search by the stubborn and embittered Ethan Edwards (John 

Wayne) and the adolescent Martin Pawley (Jeffrey Hunter) for Ethan's niece Debbie 

Edwards (Nathalie Wood) who was taken captive by Comanches when she was a 

small girl. The two men only have a negligible trail to follow and stop to visit some 

acquaintances, the Jorgensens. Martin takes the occasion to refresh himself but 

when he is in the bathtub, his youthful girlfriend Laurie Jorgensen (Vera Miles) 

enters. Martin quickly catches a towel and covers himself. 

Laurie (smiling): What are you getting so red in the face about? I have 

got brothers, ain't I? 

Martin: Yeah, well, I ain't one of them. 

Laurie (both arms akimbo): Now, look here Martin Pawley. I am a 

woman. We women wash and mend your dirty clothes all your lives. 

When you were little, we even wash you. How can you ever make out 

to be bashful in front of a woman I'll never know. 

Martin: You talk like a fella might as well run around naked. 

Laurie: It wouldn't bother me. 

(Laurie seems to leave but she turns around at the door and says 

laughingly): Sure, wouldn't try in front of pa though, if I were you. 

In this scene Martin tries to prevent being seen naked but Laurie considers his 

attempt to cover his genitals exaggerated. She indicates that a naked man has no 

reason to feel embarrassed in the presence of a woman. Laurie implies that there is 

nothing special to see. In her opinion, the penis - at least Martin's penis - is not a 

particular signifier of masculinity. To her, the penis is only an organ, a signifier of 

the anatomical difference between men and women. That is, Laurie denies the penis 

as the visual counterpart of the (imaginary) phallus. 

To Martin, however, his penis significantly exceeds anatomical difference. In 

the presence of Laurie, the male organ primarily evokes male sexuality for him. Not 

covering his nakedness could be considered an erotic advance. Since Martin is not 

her brother, he is a possible sexual partner. In covering himself, he distinguishes 

himself from her brothers. Martin's remark that he is not one of her brothers, 

however, also suggests that he does not want to be compared to them on the basis 

of naked display. The underlying fantasy appears to be that he fears her looking at 

his naked body insofar as she can compare his organ with that of other men, in this 

case her brothers.4 

Judging from Martin's quick act of covering himself, Laurie can sense that 

he does not consider the penis just an organ but rather a revealing signifier of mas

culinity. Due to the conventional belief in the penis/phallus equation the penis is 

considered a motivated signifier of masculinity: a large-sized organ makes a man 
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more of a "man" than another man. Laurie's comic closing remark, in which she 

refers to the figure of her father, alludes to such rivalry between men. Her allusion 

turns the bathtub-scene from The Searchers into an ambiguous fragment. On the one 

hand, Laurie herself seems light-hearted regarding the significance of the penis, but 

on the other hand her joke testifies to an awareness that men are concerned with 

their (and each other's) penis. 

The effectiveness of Laurie's joke about Martin's self-assumed masculinity is 

increased by the way her remark is visually as well as textually embedded. Martin's 

position is visually problematic, since his torso is on display while he lacks signi-

fiers that connote masculinity. He does not have a specifically pumped up and mus

cled body. He does not wear a hat, and has no smoking accoutrements, which, as 

Martin Pumphrey has outlined, are characteristic of bathtub-scenes in westerns. 

Moreover, he is stuck in the bathtub and there is no room to swing or turn. Covering 

himself with a towel is then a means of defending his bare and immobile body 

against Laurie's mobility and pointed look. The cover is also a means of provoking 

her imagination regarding his masculinity. In veiling his organ, Martin may aim to 

suggest that his penis is more special than the organs of her brothers Laurie saw. 

Consequently, he seems to imply that he is different from her brothers after all. 

Laurie's response, however, exhibits her disbelief in Martin's exceptional 

status. By standing with both arms akimbo she takes the attitude of someone who 

admonishes him. Her words place him in a similar category to her brothers: "When 

you were little, we even wash you." In the face of Laurie's attitude and words the 

illusion that Martin may be more special than her brothers dissolves, since this illu

sion is only sustained by the belief of others. The absence of this belief makes 

Martin equal to her brothers. 

On the basis of this supposed equivalence Laurie's closing remark gains 

meaning as a joke: "Sure, wouldn't try in front of pa though, if I were you." In an 

ironic and laughing tone she presents the figure of the father as a severe master 

who will put a naked Martin in his place. First, father as guardian of the rules of 

decency will not tolerate an undressed man in the house, since he will assume that 

the exposed penis will embarrass the women. In this case, pa is a signifier of the 

paternal position and in name identified as agent of symbolic Law. This father has 

the status of a judge of rules to which Martin has to submit.5 

Second, Laurie's warning joke is a hinted reference to inter-male 

competitive looking based on comparison. Her comic turn can be paraphrased as: 

"If you, Martin, consider the penis as a revealing signifier of masculinity, you don't 

have to fear me, for as a woman I can only compare you to my brothers. But if I were 

you, I would not show myself naked to father, since he really knows how to judge 

your organ and can regard you as his masculine inferior." In this case, the father is 

the one who is imaginarily invested with masculinity via the penis/phallus 
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equation. We have to understand the phallus here as the father's "imaginary 

attributes" (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" ioi). 

My reading of The Searchers suggests that there are two fathers: a symbolic 

and an imaginary one. The two fathers, however, are closely correlated. Freud's 

well-known fable of the primal horde in his Totem and Taboo explains the origin of 

social bonding and offers a particularly useful insight into this correlation.6 In this 

fable, a few brothers murder their extremely dominant and jealous father, who 

keeps all the women for himself. After his death the primordial father becomes an 

even more powerful figure. The father owes his posthumous power to the sons' 

investment. Since they fear falling victim to a murder themselves and are afraid of 

being subjugated by one of their brothers, the sons "construct the patriarch as an 

impossible and unreachable figure, one that no individual could embody" (DiPiero, 

"Patriarch" 113). The result of the parricide is not the removal of an obstacle but 

rather that the dead father becomes a new and impregnable obstacle. 

Freud's fable in Totem and Tahoo shows that the living and deterrent father 

of pre-symbolic, brute force reveals himself as an abstract patriarch after his death. 

What does this transformation of the narcissistic father into the dead, yet still all too 

present father teach his sons? The dead father comes to "embody" the memory of 

the primordial and violent father who sowed such fear, remorse, and guilt. By the 

grace of this memory, the brothers cannot fully identify with their father's hierar

chical position. They will not be like the pre-symbolic father, since they agreed that 

no one will imitate their father's behavior towards them collectively. In order to 

minimize mutual rivalry, they also deny themselves the privileges their father had 

allowed himself. Unlike him, the brothers renounce the women whom they all 

desire (Freud, SE XIII 144), that is, their mother and sisters. This renunciation 

forms the basis of the cultural prohibition against incest. 

Freud writes that the brothers are only able to accomplish identification with 

the father in the act of devouring him (SE XIII142). A striking paradox arises here, 

since the brothers' mutual agreement is based upon "precluding the possibility of a 

repetition of their father's fate" (146). The family legacy ensures that as his sons 

they are his successors, but due to their agreement with each other, they cannot 

fully identify with or imitate him. In agreeing to differ from their father, the sons 

accept the perpetuation of their own subordinate position as sons. This acceptance 

has an important effect. Since the sons recognize their inferiority relative to their 

father, they make him into a rival whom it is impossible to conquer or dominate. 

The function of the "second" father, the symbolic one, is to embody this impossibi

lity. In his posthumous guise he fills an empty but even more prominent place, 

from where the symbolic Law is derived that the son may not rival his father.7 

In Freud's fable, the brothers shrink back from the consequences of the mur

der and fill the empty spot, opened up by their father's absence, with his symbolic, 
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dead authority. What does this shift from living father to unreachable patriarch 

imply for fathers? The dead patriarch fills in a place that cannot be occupied, since 

his position and function are only empty and symbolic. Any actual father always 

derives privileges from this symbolic place as "representative" but no actual father 

can be reduced to the paternal function (Silverman, "Lacanian Phallus" loi). A 

father can never live up to the expectations of his function. He either lacks adequate 

authority and fails as the strong daddy with whom the son should identify in order 

to become masculine - or the father is too authoritarian, like the primordial father 

from Freud's fable. This authoritarian and all-powerful patriarch, on whom the sub

sequent sections will focus, confuses the son. The son's desire to be like the father 

can easily transform into the murderous desire to replace the father (Lebeau 52). 

Total identification with the father, however, is prohibited by symbolic Law. As a 

corollary of this prohibition, the son's rivalry with his father is precluded. 

How does the cowboy-outlaw fit into this scenario of the two fathers, split 

into living-imaginary and dead-symbolic figures? Normally, the living father's 

strong position would evolve into a (murderous) rivalry with the cowboy-son for the 

position of power and authority. But competition is prohibited. Responsible for this 

prohibition is the father in his symbolic guise, who teaches the senselessness of 

killing the primordial father: it provokes guilt on the part of the son(s). According 

to the rule of the symbolic father, the narcissistic, all-powerful father is a figure with 

whom a son cannot rival: he is beyond competition. Since the father blocks rivalry 

in advance he would be out of tune in a genre where rivalry is constitutive of mas

culinity. Rivalry between father and son is always and only imaginary, since the 

result is symbolically fixed. As a rule the son may not encompass the father who 

keeps all the privileges for himself. "Pa" will always win at an imaginary level. The 

presence of the hero's father would tempt the cowboy to accept the challenge of 

trying to be "bigger than Dad,"8 a challenge that is foreclosed in advance.9 Since 

challenges are at the core of the genre, the all-powerful father is an impossible 

figure in the western. 

The Presence of the Hypermasculine Father 

In Freud's psychoanalytic scenario, the dead-symbolic father is constructed as a bar

rier against the desire to kill the (imaginary-narcissistic) father. This latter father 

figure demands the son's unconditional subordination to his orders and fuels the 

son's desire for parricide. This desire is assuaged by the symbolic father, 

constructed as an abstract and impossible patriarch, whom no one can embody 

(DiPiero, "Patriarch" 112-13). This figure is a necessary and insurmountable obsta

cle. The symbolic father sets the Law which teaches the son that he is not free to 

enjoy himself should he kill the (imaginary) father. If the son has reached a top 

position by replacing the father, he has to fear that he will turn into the object of 
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another man's violence as he tries to reach the top the way the son did - just as the 

best gunfighter is constantly challenged by would-be heroes. 

In the western, the taboo on murdering the father is bypassed (but not 

violated) by erasing the presence of the father within the history of the genre. 

However, in several American westerns of the mid- and late-fifties - such as Broken 

Lance (Edward Dmytryk, 1954), Backlash (John Sturges, 1956), The Halliday Brand 

(Joseph H. Lewis, 1957), and Man of the West (Anthony Mann, 1958)10 - cowboys are 

torn between the taboo and desire to kill their father figure. In these westerns a 

hypermasculine father figure emerges who brings the cowboy-hero on the verge of 

a severe crisis of masculinity. I want to examine this crisis and to interpret the 

presence of this extremely dominant father figure, impossible in terms of genre, as 

a historical comment upon McCarthyism. 

In John Sturges' western Backlash (1956), based on Frank Gruber's novel 

Fort Starvation, Jim Slater (Richard Widmark) goes in search of his father's 

murderer. His father was part of a group of six gold-seekers in the Gila Valley of 

Arizona. Five of them have been killed due to the betrayal by the sixth one, who 

survived. Only three dead bodies have been identified. In the company of Karyl 

Orton (Donna Reed) who has lost her husband, Jim searches for the traitor in order 

to avenge his father. Thus far, Backlash has the narrative structure of a convention

al western. Jim's intended act of vengeance can be seen as an attempt to inherit his 

father's legacy. By killing the traitor, he can prove himself worthy of his dead 

father's name. 

The full development of this scenario, however, is disrupted in Backlash. 

From Major Carsons (Roy Roberts) Jim and Karyl learn that the traitor lives as an 

authoritative rancher who goes by the name of "Jim Bonniwell." When Jim meets 

Bonniwell (John Mclntire), he is shocked to find that a comment Karyl made earlier 

that had resulted in a quarrel between them, turns out to be true. Jim does not 

encounter the traitor of his dead father but rather his very own father. All this time 

he has refused to die and he now tells the son that he has been waiting for him for 

twenty years. Bonniwell/Slater is keen on the similarities the son has with him: you 

have my blood in your veins, and your gun lies wonderfully well in my hands. 

Moreover, Bonniwell/Slater is proud of his son after Jim has shown himself to be a 

fast shooter. Jim, however, is still intent on killing the traitor of the Gila Valley gold-

seekers but when face to face with his violent father he is too paralyzed to shoot 

him. Karyl tries in vain to console him by emphasizing Jim's difference from his 

father: you may have his figure, but inwardly the two of you are opposites. 

Bonniwell has prepared an ambush for Major Carsons and his men, but Jim 

hopes that they can do what he fails to achieve. Jim attempts to fire a warning, but 

the father tries to prevent the son from doing so. The shot rings out after all and the 

father decides to punish the son for sounding the alarm. Bonniwell proposes to 

meet in the street, guns in their belt, for a final showdown so that he can see if Jim 
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is as good as he is. The father cheats and appears with an already drawn gun. He is 

shot from behind, however, by one of Carsons' men responding to Jim's warning 

shot. Jim kneels down near his mortally wounded father, who stretches out his hand 

to his son, then dies. Without a clear facial expression, Jim walks away from the 

body, while Karyl watches his face and takes him by the arm. 

Backlash is the reversal of Freud's fable of the primal horde. In the latter 

story, the shift occurs from living to dead father; in Sturges' western the presumed 

dead father turns out to be alive. The film epitomizes the impossibility for Jim to 

combat his evil father, a psychically privileged figure of authority. Jim cannot shoot 

because Bonniwell, or Slater senior, is not just another person to Jim. Face to face 

with a traitor who happens to be his father, he has to recognize him as not just a 

rival but as the only man whom he cannot rival. Jim stumbles upon a symbolic limit, 

impossible to transgress. He wants to shoot the old man but at the same time he 

seems to realize the cultural taboo against parricide. Thereupon he sighs that he 

understands what it means to be a Slater. 

In avenging his father's death, Jim had wanted to follow in his footsteps. He 

would become the good son, who had successfully negotiated the burden of the con

tradictory demand: "You must be like (your father) and you may not be like him" 

(Freud, SE XIX 34). In revenging his father's death, the scales would tip in favor of 

achieved identification. Jim would have shown himself worthy of carrying the old 

man's name. Facing his own father in deadly combat, the son, on the contrary, 

realizes the unbearable weight of the name "Slater." In this scenario, the scales tip 

in favor of the untransgressable prohibition: you may not be like him, and, 

therefore, you may not fight with him. 

The prohibition against fighting his father has a paralyzing effect on Jim and 

disturbs the constitution of his masculinity. His search was focussed upon killing 

the traitor in a fair man-to-man fight but he feels forced to back away, since he can

not combat his bad father. The whole point of his revenge was to prove his mascu

linity, that is, to be seen as a man whose "being" is constituted in competition. The 

presence of his father spoils this ambition. Since he is too paralyzed to act against 

pa," he loses what he did not have in the first place, "being," that illusory container 

of supposed fullness which can only be "possessed" via the eyes of a supportive 

beholder. 

Jim is not only deprived of what was already lost, however, but the presence 

of his bad father also prevents him from making the most logical of choices, that is, 

that of the Name-of-the-Father. The Name-of-the-Fafher is the Lacanian version of 

Freud's symbolic-dead father. The Name-of-the-Father is the signifier of the sub

ject's acceptance of the order of lack. This metaphorical father guarantees the 

barred subject a successful entry within the cultural order.12 Hence, choosing the 

father's Name means making a choice for "meaning." 
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Although no actual father ever coincides with the father figure's symbolic 

capacity, the two fathers are brought into close alliance with each other. Since the 

Name-of-the-Father is bound by the legacy from the imaginary figure of the dead 

father (Gallop, Reading Lacan 163), any father always acts as the primary 

representative of the paternal function. In this regard, we can read Jim's sigh that 

he is a "Slater" as an identity crisis. He cannot accept this name, because his father 

is such a bad representative of the Name. Since the name "Slater" is too heavily bur

dened with treachery, Jim forces himself to resist identification with the fatherfs 

Name). This identification, however, is a crucial condition for the subject's 

positioning within the symbolic order. This identification is a necessary effect of the 

male subject's choice for "meaning." 

Jim's case is worse than the process of subjectivization. On the one hand, he 

cannot be "seen"/imagined as a man of "being." The illusion of masculine "being" 

can only be created in inter-male competition, but the point is that rivalry with his 

father is foreclosed by the symbolic Law. On the other hand, Jim cannot opt for 

"meaning," the most logical of choices. Identification with the fafherfs Name) is an 

effect of this choice, but it is for Jim impossible to inherit the name "Slater," since 

it signifies the malice that he intended to revenge and/or expel. Forced to choose 

between "meaning" or "being," the cowboy-son in Backlash can neither decide for 

the one nor for the other. As a consequence, Jim suffers from aphanisis. In 

aphanisis, as Lacan tells us, the division of the subject is taken for granted: ". . . 

when the subject appears somewhere as meaning, he is manifested elsewhere as 

'fading,' as disappearance" (FFCP 218). 

Aphanisis is the other side of subjectivization. If one cannot be represented 

on the side of "meaning," one is doomed to encounter one's "fading." In the case of 

subjectivization, the subject accepts his or her lack-in-being and the impossible objet 

a is retroactively constituted as the unattainable object-cause of desire. In aphanisis, 

and here I follow Slavoj Zizek's rereading of the concept, "the objet a is no longer 

extracted, it acquires full presence" {Enjoy 162; Metastases 77). The subject is 

confused, since it suddenly "sees" the objet a in a. place where it was not expected to 

shine. Jim intended to face a man average in every regard except for his unscrupu

lous nature. He met his own bad father, however, a man with an unidentifiable sur

plus value, which can be transcribed as: "Since you are my dad, 'there is in you 

something more than you.'" As soon as Jim realizes that he is a "Slater," he not only 

accepts his own lack, but he is also confronted with a lack in the symbolic order or 

big Other.M For, if the Name-of-the-Father is inscribed in the place of the Other, 

then Jim shockingly concludes that the symbolic order, with the father in the role of 

its representative, is founded upon evil. Hence, he loses all ground, since he is for

ced to choose against "meaning." Resisting the forced choice, he is condemned to 

"fade" away, illustrated by the fact that he is too paralyzed to act against his father. 



122 screening cowboys reading masculin ities in westerns 

Since Jim himself is not capable of shooting his father, Bonniwell can only 

be killed by another man's bullet, which in fact occurs. When Jim walks away from 

the corpse, the expression on his face is blank and empty. He meets Karyl who looks 

him in his face but rather than answering her look, he once again looks at the dead 

body. In order to understand this final scene from Backlash, we should turn to 

another western from the same period about a hypermasculine father figure. 

Acting as an Infallible Father 

Like Sturges' Backlash, Anthony Mann's film Man of the West (1958) is dedicated to 

the hero's conflict with a dominant father figure and has a similar closing scene. 

Mann's western, however, includes two important variations. First, Man of the West 

presents the conditions under which a son can rival with the father in a western. 

Second, the final scene suggests the woman's role in the hero's recuperation. 

In Mann's film, based on the novel The Border Jumpers by Will C. Brown, who 

wrote the screenplay for Backlash, Link Jones (Gary Cooper) is stuck in the middle 

of nowhere after becoming the victim of a train robbery. In the company of, among 

others, schoolmarm Billy Ellis (Julie London), he goes for a night's rest to the near

by secret hiding place of Dock Tobin (Lee J. Cobb) and his men. Link used to be a 

member of this gang, led by his uncle and father figure Dock, who taught him how 

to kill and steal. Since they were "a lot alike," Dock felt seriously offended when his 

"right arm" quit the gang a couple of years earlier. 

Link introduces Billy to Tobin and the men as "my woman" in the hope that 

they will not harm her. Nevertheless the men humiliate her by demanding her to 

undress in front of them, while Toby (Jack Lord) holds a knife to Link's throat. After 

this humiliation, Link and Billy have a private conversation in the barn where they 

are allowed to spend the night. While she tells him that she has never met 

someone like him before, he tells her that he has escaped the fate of rotting away 

like Tobin's bunch. Link has made himself a home: he has a "pretty" wife and two 

children. Subsequently, however, the men force him to join their gang once again, 

and they keep Billy as pledge. Dock has planned to rob the "big" state bank of Lasso, 

and Link is ordered to ride in first. The robbery turns out to be a gigantic failure. 

Lasso is a ghost town and the bank has no money. In Lasso, Link successfully shoots 

it out with the men of Dock's gang. On his way back to the wagons where Billy and 

Dock have stayed behind, Link meets a crying Billy. She has been raped by his father 

figure, who is hiding in the mountains. Following him, Link announces his arrival 

by shouting: "You're dead. I'm coming to get you, Dock. Lasso is a ghost town. And 

that's what you are, Dock, a ghost. You've outlived your kind and you've outlived 

your time. And I'm coming to get you." The "demented patriarch" (Hardy 264) 

Dock is already waiting for him and repeatedly invites Link to shoot him, which he 

finally does. 
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In Backlash, the "son" was maneuvered into a position where he had to face 

the one and only man who was beyond competition for him. The impossibility of 

acting against the father caused the son's paralysis, which I could explain with the 

help of Freud's fable of the primal horde. The sons' murder of the primordial father 

in Totem and Taboo resulted in the creation of a symbolic place that is constitutive-

ly unoccupied. This empty place is ruled by the memory of the dead father. This 

memory is elevated to the principle of the symbolic Law that regulates the symbolic 

order. The irony of this account is that as soon as a father figure claims that he fills 

the place of the agent of symbolic Law, he executes his own death-sentence. For, as 

Lacan has pointed out with a reference to a Freudian dream,[4 the symbolic father 

is not only dead, but also ignorant of his own death. Rather, it is crucial for the 

balance within the symbolic order that the truth of his death be hidden from the 

father (Écrits 300). The place of this agent as bearer of the symbolic Law is 

sustained on condition that the father is engaged in a certain "eye-closing" towards 

his sorry situation (Gallop, Reading Lacan 182). 

Mann's Man of the West is an interesting western in its violation of the psy

choanalytic principle that the dead father should not be informed about his death. 

Link shoots his hypermasculine father figure Dock after declaring him "already 

dead" and calling him a ghost. In his speech, Link places the too authoritative 

father, who monopolized all privileges, in the place of authority, the position of the 

Law. This place only functions insofar as it is unoccupied, that is, filled in by a dead 

father, plagued by a certain blindness. Nevertheless, Dock starts to act as if he were 

infallible by inviting Link to shoot him and calling out that Link has lost the taste 

for killing. At this point, Dock seems to really believe that he is an authority without 

need for justification. This pretension will be fatal to him. A father figure who pre

tends to speak from the empty place of authority, operates by definition from a false 

position. He is exposed as an impostor and in his shift from a hypermasculine 

father to a "ghostlike" and pretentious fraud, he becomes subject to rivalry. Dock is 

no longer a father, but a mere abstraction. He is a man who cannot be murdered, 

since he already exists no more. Because of Dock's supposed infallibility, Link is 

able to act and draw his gun against Dock: the "ghost" tumbles down. The hero in 

Backlash could neither fight nor identify with his father. The hero in Man of the West 

demonstrates the possibility of fighting. He can shoot the old man as soon as the 

latter is not just a hypermasculine and evil representative of the Name-of-the-

Father, but totally identifies himself as the always-already dead agent of symbolic 

Law. 

There is a second aspect which only remained implicit in Backlash, but is 

made explicit in Man of the West. In the latter western, Billy tells Link that she has 

never met a man like him before, but that he seems to have lost his special quality 

during his forced membership of Dock's bunch. After the final confrontation with 
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Dock, Link seems too blank and empty to speak. He rides away with Billy and only 

mumbles her name, but she watches his face and says: "Link, I never loved 

anybody or anything in my whole life before. I always wondered what it felt like, 

now I know. . . . I wouldn't change this feeling. Not for anything." Billy's words are 

the end of Mann's western, only followed by an aerial shot: we see the wagon drive 

towards the horizon. 

As in Backlash, the confrontation with the too dominant father figure results 

in the hero's aphanisis and he is in a situation that is worse than subjectivization. 

Man of the West reveals that the woman has a constitutive role to play in the way the 

hero can overcome this crisis. Billy's role after Dock's death is to "see" Link with her 

imagination rather than with her eyes. She has to see "in him more than him." Her 

declaration of love for him at the end of the film is a clear attempt to (re)invest him 

with the illusion of masculine "being," to find in him what she had been looking 

for, that is, "some kind of special thrill." This investment is characteristic of 

female fetishism, which can be paraphrased as: "I - the woman - know very well that 

you - man - have sacrificed 'being' but still I treat you as if you really were a man." 

It is this role which will also befit Karyl Orton in Backlash. The woman's attentive 

look at Jim Slater's face suggests that she is prepared to sustain him in regaining 

his masculinity.^ 

Following the discussion of the hero's troublesome encounter with the father 

figure in mid-fifties westerns, the question presents itself how the presence of the 

severe patriarch in these westerns can be read historically. In a period when soft 

masculinity was in vogue promoting the domestic mystique, as I outlined in chap

ter three, Steven Cohan indicates that hard masculinity, embodied by western 

heroes, was required as "the standard when defending the nation's boundaries" 

(xii). This defense was embedded in the furious Cold-War anti-Communism 

intensified to paranoid heights by McCarthy in 1950. After 1954, however, support 

for vehement, irrational Communist-hunting dwindled rapidly. In the spring ofthat 

year, McCarthy had to appear as a witness for the Army-McCarthy hearings, which 

were telecast nationwide and closely watched. According to novelist John Steinbeck, 

the Senator behaved exactly like the "bad guy" in a TV western: "He had a stubble 

of a beard . . . he leered, he sneered, he had a nasty laugh. He bullied and shouted. 

He looked evil" (qtd. in Carter 45, ellipsis in original). 

Partly due to his "bad guy" appearance, McCarthy overplayed his hand in this 

dispute with the Army and he suffered loss of face in front of a television audience. 

His downfall and unmasking in public opinion showed above all that the fear of 

Communism should retroactively be seen as a container for doubts about cultural 

changes, as a vehicle for political ambitions and an overall sense of insecurity 

rather than as an actual threat. McCarthy, the Senator who put the anti-Red 

crusade into high gear (Fried 120), was shown up as a media demagogue whose 
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great talent lay in exploiting a fear of Communism. One can doubt whether he was 

entirely convinced of the Red Scare, but it benefitted his own name and fame to 

pretend that he fully believed in the Communist threat (Oakley 62-63). McCarthy's 

name became associated with a "crude, below-the-belt, eye-gouging, bare-knuckled 

partisan exploitation of anti-Communism, usually on the basis of half-truths, 

warmed-over 'revelations,' and plain lies" (Caute 47). 

Slavoj Zizek uses the McCarthyites as an example to illustrate the nature of 

the obsessional neurotic. A McCarthyite commits him- or herself completely to a 

cause (protect our country against the "evil empire") which only serves "to conceal 

the falsity of his/her subjective position" (Zizek, Everything You 261). McCarthyites 

had been successful in concealing the falsity of their position in the heyday of anti-

Communism, and for that reason their accusations were believed. The gradual 

decline of McCarthyism since the second half of the fifties, however, was accompa

nied by an exposure of McCarthy as a man speaking from an "illegitimate" position. 

During his rise to fame and power in the early fifties, Senator McCarthy had 

been put in a position of authority by a coterie of well-placed supporters. As his pop

ularity rose in these years, McCarthy began to act more and more as if he were infal

lible. He completely identified himself with the role and place of authority. This 

identification revealed itself in the way he accused others baselessly and in the way 

he went to extremes in his conflict with the Army. The seed of McCarthy's downfall 

lurked in this pretentious identification of himself as authority. As psychoanalysis 

teaches us, a figure of authority owes his power and privileged position to his 

ignorance. The Senator, however, prided himself on his knowledge. He acted as if 

he knew who was right and wrong. The more McCarthy began to present himself as 

'"the subject presumed to know," the more he came across as a man who did not pos

sess knowledge and power, but who was engrossed with displaying his (apparent) 

possession of them. 

We can see the mid-fifties westerns as a comment on this display of power. 

In these westerns, the patriarch paralyzes the son, because he is an impossible rival. 

On the other hand, the madly stubborn father is on the verge of collapsing when he 

identifies too much with the paternal position. He has to pay for this excess. His 

supposed infallibility is only a posture. In Backlash, the father's fear of losing the 

shoot-out against his son shows in his cheating. He draws his gun ahead of time, 

clearly violating the agreement. In The Halliday Brand, the father (Ward Bond) tries 

to shoot his disobedient son (Joseph Cotton) who does not resist or try to escape. 

The father collapses, however, before pulling the trigger. And in Man of the West, the 

father figure staggers like a drunkard - as while holed up in the mountains, chal

lenging Link by claiming that he has lost the taste for killing and inviting his "son" 

to shoot him. 
In the figure of the collapsing patriarch the haunting presence of McCarthy 
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is commented upon by setting him as the man who boasted that he represented 

Americanism with its sleeves rolled up. After 1954, many Americans gradually 

realized that McCarthy was a ridiculous bully and an impostor because he was 

guilty of behavior that befit only an authority who thinks that he is not liable to 

error. He uttered accusations which were baseless. Under the spell of the Wisconsin 

senator and his followers, Americans had been lured into believing in McCarthy's 

authority. An atmosphere was created in which a witness could pop up from any 

corner, charging a fellow-citizen in the name of McCarthy. The spell was broken 

when McCarthy trusted his infallibility too much. He even risked a conflict with the 

Army that could not be won, which sped his decline. With McCarthy's exposure as 

a pretentious authority and a "buffoon" from 1954 onwards (Heale 152), the charges 

that had been uttered in his name could be increasingly considered invalid. 

In the mid-fifties, when the great purge began to slacken and America awoke 

from its paranoid nightmare of intense anti-Communism, the failure of McCarthy 

as an infallible father contributed to the crisis of masculinity. Some westerns testi

fy to this failure by representing an excessively present but also staggering patriarch 

who merely displays power. Films such as Backlash and Man of the West, however, 

also prepare for a restoration of masculinity. Due to the presence of a father figure, 

the chain of competition is (temporarily) disrupted. This short-circuit results in the 

hero's blankness. In her role as female fetishist a woman can help to reinvent con

ventional heroism. She is a necessary support for the hero in casting off his blank

ness and in "seeing" him with her imagination as if he really is a hero. 

The historical shift in McCarthy's position from an authoritative figure to a 

buffoon retroactively mediates High Noon's multi-interpretability. During the full 

blossoming of McCarthyism, marshal Kane's resolute choice to fight his enemy 

Frank Miller in the name of a cause could be seen as a criticism of congressional 

anti-Communist investigations of Hollywood. Simultaneously, the film could be 

identified with the mission of Red-hunting itself. By the mid-fifties, however, on

going interpretations of Zinnemann's film tend to support the HUAC-victims. By 

that time, Communist-hunting became increasingly tainted so that High Noon was 

increasingly read as had been intended by screen writer Carl Foreman, that is, as a 

criticism of McCarthyism and the atmosphere it had created in Hollywood. With the 

dwindling support for McCarthy as an authority in a "false" position, High Noon was 

more and more regarded as an anti-McCarthyite western, since history retro

spectively favored the position of the HUAC-victim. 

A Former Mentor who Taught the Lawyer Western Law 

The emergence of hypermasculine father figures in mid-fifties westerns is related 

to the exposure of McCarthy as an impostor. One of the reasons for discussing this 

relation was to enhance an understanding of the choice of Tom Doniphon to sink 
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into obscurity in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance as a forced choice. Tom is the 

man who actually shot the villain but he is trapped within the field of "meaning" as 

soon as he starts to narrate his own heroic act. At this moment of subjectivization, 

he can no longer be seen as a hero in terms of "being," but this in itself does not yet 

condemn him to the status of total anonymity. The question is: How can Tom's 

"fading" away be explained as a historical comment? 

The centre of action in John Ford's The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) 

is the showdown between the attorney-at-law Ransom Stoddard and the villain 

Liberty Valance. In contrast to High Noon, the citizens are apprehensive of the vil

lain's victory. Liberty threatens to overthrow the democratic way Shinbone has been 

organized since the arrival of Ransom. Because he attempts to upset the order of 

"meaning," Liberty can be called the bad villain. He intends to attack lawyer Ransom 

as the most outspoken representative of this order. By way of Tom's secret inter

vention (revealed by himself to Ransom in a flashback), Ransom is saved. Hence, 

Tom is the good cowboy-outlaw since he shoots the villain in the name of society. 

Tom is not acknowledged as hero, however, since there is no witness to his action. 

The citizens of Shinbone, including Tom's girlfriend Hallie, presume that Ransom 

himself was skilled enough as gunfighter. Because they think he has proven his 

masculine "being," the citizens project him as an authority-figure of "meaning." 

According to them, it is well-deserved that he is associated with the place of (sym

bolic) Law. 

Ransom differs from the excessive father figures in Backlash and Man of the 

West in one important regard. Whereas the fathers hyperbolized their position and 

really believed in their authority, Ransom knows he is simply an accidental hero. 

The dominant fathers exaggerated their authority but the lawyer does not behave as 

if he were infallible. Because he is aware of his limitations and is aloof in his 

actions, he does not lose his privileged place and can build a successful career as 

politician. He owes this career to the fact that he is identified as the man who shot 

Liberty Valance. Ransom knows, however, that his fame is not based upon "facts," 

but on the fiction of masculine heroism that makes up the "legend" of the old West. 

Due to the people's misidentification of Ransom as the hero, Tom loses his 

privileged position as a tough outsider. The lawyer has outdistanced him as the hero 

in the eyes of the citizens. Telling the facts of the showdown hardly compensates for 

this injustice, since the citizens are loyal to their favorite accounts, even when they 

are false. Moreover, telling is an improper way of constituting tough heroism. 

Excluded from being seen as a man of "being," the only choice for Tom is to be 

represented on the side of "meaning" under the heading of the Name-of-the-Father. 

Tom refuses this choice for an order that, as he sees better than anyone else, is 

founded on the identification of heroism with the wrong man. This refusal is 

expressed in his language. Throughout the film, he addresses the lawyer Ransom as 
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"pilgrim." In Tom's eyes, western law does not depend on books, but is ruled by the 

power of the gun, and remains to be defined. And the word "guilt" has been banned 

from Tom's idiom. While confessing his deeds, he says that he can live with cold

blooded murder. 

Since the prevalent conceptions of the symbolic order which are constitutive 

of the field of "meaning" make no sense to Tom, he is to be situated on the other 

side of "meaning." Excluding himself from "meaning" and barred from the illusion 

of "being," Tom is condemned to encounter aphanisis, that is, his "fading" away, his 

disappearance. The films Backlash and Man of the West pointed to a similar crisis, 

which resulted into the cowboy's blankness. Earlier I suggested that there was one 

way for the protagonists to overcome their aphanisis. In both westerns, the hero was 

accompanied by a supportive woman. She bestowed the illusion of "being" -

although always-already lost - on the hero by "seeing" him with her imagination 

rather than with her eyes. 

In The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance the possibility of Tom's recovery is 

excluded since Hallie has left him for the man who is supposed to have shot Liberty. 

Therefore, Tom is devoid of the woman who might fetishize him, who might "see" 

him as if he had not sacrificed "being." He lacks someone who stands by him and 

tells him: you look like a man.16 Tom's aphanisis anticipates his disappearance in a 

literal sense. He dies an almost completely forgotten man, not even registered in the 

archives of Shinbone. Only after Tom's death does Ransom make an attempt to set 

the record straight. While Tom lies in his coffin, Ransom narrates Tom's showdown 

in flashback as a belated epitaph for his former mentor who taught the lawyer the 

lessons of western law. 

In its posthumous rehabilitation of the good gunfighter, The Man Who Shot 

Liberty Valance can be qualified as an "end-of-the-West" western (Collins 246). 

Ford's film takes a reflexive distance from generic conventions. A traditional 

western requires that the actual shooter be everlastingly acknowledged as the good 

hero, never as the sympathetic dude. I want to suggest that in the citizens' confu

sion in detecting the good hero a residue of the bygone era of McCarthyism 

resonates. 

The period of Communist-hunting brought Americans closer to the realiza

tion that there is no unambiguous version of the good. The supporters of 

McCarthyism could defend themselves by claiming that they had the best intentions 

for America. Their efforts to safeguard the country against bad influences were sin

cere. However, sincere does not mean justified. In the eyes of his opponents, 

McCarthy had been an authority in a "false" position who had gone his own ruth

less course, seeking his own road to glory at the expense of many victims. While 

insisting on America's safety, McCarthyites had unjustly accused many American 

citizens whose careers were subsequently destroyed. The question arises: What is 
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better, ranking the country's interests above the risk that some citizens' lives may 

be damaged, or vice versa? In traditional westerns, there is a one-to-one relation: 

What the good hero does serves the community, and its people, in turn, express 

their gratitude to the hero. In The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, this circularity is 

disrupted, since the good hero is not honored. Tom was a cowboy-outlaw who 

simply did what he had to do. He served the community by (secretly) assisting the 

naive dude. 

We can see how a nostalgic reminiscence of McCarthy is produced in Ford's 

film from 1962, accompanying the end-of-the-West atmosphere of the time.'7 In the 

eyes of his conservative followers, McCarthy was unjustly treated because of the 

"civilized" course of history which determined that the tough senator should fight a 

lost cause. The "spirit" of the 1960s favored young men like the new president John 

F. Kennedy, whose election can be seen as an attempt to rid the country of the bur

densome inheritance of Communist-hunting. Kennedy himself alluded to this 

inheritance by emphasizing in his inaugural speech that America moves into "a new 

Frontier - the frontier of the 1960s - the frontier of unknown opportunities and 

perils" (qtd. in Oakley 417). The call for a new Frontier implies a farewell to the old-

fashioned tough guys who have to give way to a new generation of people, reared on 

and committed to Eastern principles of law. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is 

labeled as an "end-of-the-West" western, since it laments that the good and power

ful hero has no other choice than to die prematurely, when people are no longer 

capable of rating his contribution at its true value. This fate not only befell Tom 

Doniphon, but also senator McCarthy who in the eyes of his supporters, was a dedi

cated patriot, but had been treated as a scapegoat.18 

Conclusion 

The dominant father is an impossible figure in the genre of the western. On the one 

hand, psychoanalytic theory indicates why his presence clashes with a conventional 

construction of the cowboy's masculinity. On the other hand, the history of the rise 

and fall of McCarthyism is used to explain the unprecedented emergence of the 

hypermasculine father in westerns from the mid- and late-fifties. The controversy 

around McCarthyism is closely imbricated with issues related to defending 

America's national boundaries that in the fifties still required the hard version of 

masculinity as its standard. This controversy enabled me to elaborate on the crisis 

in western film constructions of toughness. The cowboy was psychically blocked 

from identifying with his bad father and prevented from encountering him in a final 

face-off. As Man of the West shows, the cowboy can only fight this impossible figure 

on the condition that the father believes in his infallibility. Due to this belief, the 

father operates from the "false" position of symbolic authority. In the second half of 

the fifties, McCarthy's position was similarly exposed as "false." Since he presumed 
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his own infallibility, he overplayed his hand and initiated his downfall. 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance can be interpreted by McCarthyites as a 

form of belated recognition. The good outlaw is left to his own devices, since his 

contribution to the disappearance of the bad guy who threatens society has not been 

observed. Unappreciated by the citizens, the good outlaw is condemned to vanish 

himself, a fate which to his supporters resonates with McCarthy's life story. He 

meant to serve America, but he was not valued for his true worth. Just as the ini

tially prominent cowboy who narrates his own heroic deeds becomes a marginal 

figure in the town's history, McCarthy is judged by historians as a buffoon who is 

not to be taken at his words. In the sixties, it became clear that he had been a man 

who, in attacking all suspected Communists, had been speaking from the "false" 

position of authority. He intended to act like a severe father in the interests of 

America, but America abandoned its "father" the moment he seemed to pride him

self on his infallibility. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Shirking from Paternal Duties 

While heroic masculinity is clearly defined in a western, good fatherhood is not. The 

hero is a man who reveals himself- in the presence of witnesses - to be "more of a 

man" than other men when he defeats his opponents in a showdown. The hero can 

be described in superlatives: he is the best shooter or the fastest gun alive who uses 

his skills to safeguard society. It is decidedly more challenging to define a good 

father, let alone, the best father. The cultural image of the father oscillates between 

extreme poles, from the severe rule-maker who demands unconditional obedience 

of his children to the tender, loving parent who allows his children to make their 

own choices. A good father may encompass aspects of both these poles but there are 

no clear guidelines for how to keep them balanced. Correspondingly, in contrast to 

gunfighting, there are no unambiguous, universal criteria for excelling at father

hood. 

This is one of the primary reasons that the young Mexican boys in John 

Sturges' The Magnificent Seven (i960) are more impressed with and inclined to imi

tate gunfighter Bernardo (Charles Bronson) than their own fathers. Bernardo's skill 

and stature can be measured in indisputable and manifest competitive terms, 

whereas their fathers - modest farmers - cannot be judged according to unambi

guous criteria. Bernardo tells the youths, however, that their fathers are more 

courageous than he is, since they have taken on the responsibility of a family. A 

cowboy, by contrast, leads an unfettered life that includes no responsibility for any

one else. Bernardo and his fellow cowboys in The Magnificent Seven in fact do 

realize, momentarily, that their existence as unbound gunfighters is a dead-end, as 

I discussed in chapter one. They come to understand that they are involved in 

futile and prospectless competition: the bullet that will kill them is already on its 

way. Realizing this, they briefly consider quitting, but then decide to persist being 

gunfighters, with corresponding lethal consequences for Bernardo and a number of 

other "magnificent" cowboys. Ultimately, they are simply too reluctant to give up 

the thrill of competition, and so miss the opportunity to choose for (and live) life as 

a farmer and/or father. 

The protagonist of Clint Eastwood's Oscar-winning, critically acclaimed1 and 

financially successful western Unforgiven (1992), however, does make this choice. 

William Munny (Clint Eastwood) is a (former) cowboy who has become a farmer-

father. Because of the hero's paternal position I attribute to this chapter the status 

of an afterthought. Whereas Freud's fable of the primal father is told from the per

spective of the sons, Unforgiven can be seen as complementary to this fable in pro

viding a father's perspective. 
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The "general consensus" in American film reviews, based in part on the 

hero's role as father, is that Unforgiven is an unusual, "revisionist" western (Smith, 

Clint 263). Eastwood's film, however, has only a veneer of revisionism. Despite its 

foregrounding of an apparently oxymoronic "cowboy-father," Unforgiven ultimately 

returns to the fold of generic conventions. The cowboy who became a father returns 

to life as a cowboy. This detour, I will claim, is historically relevant as a neo-con-

servative response to the contemporary cultural demand that fathers take domestic 

responsibilities. 

The Transition from Father to Cowboy: Unforgiven 

In the beginning of Unforgiven, a cowboy mutilates the prostitute Delilah (Anna 

Thomson) in the generic western town of Big Whiskey, Wyoming. The local sheriff 

Little Bill Daggett (Gene Hackman) orders both the cowboy and his buddy to pay 

seven ponies in compensation for the "damaged property." Delilah's colleagues con

sider the sentence insulting and misogynist, and put a reward on the heads of the 

two cowboys. A young man, nicknamed the Schofield Kid (Jaimz Woolvett), visits 

the farmer William Munny and tries to tempt him to come out of retirement with 

the lure of a thousand dollar bounty. William once was a "notoriously vicious" 

(opening lines of the film) gunfighter but was cured of his drinking and wickedness 

by his now-dead wife Claudia Feathers. He owns a pen full of hogs, and is raising 

two children, but business is going badly at the farm, and William decides to visit 

his former black buddy Ned Logan (Morgan Freeman)2 in order to propose that he 

join him and the Schofield Kid in tracking down the two cowboys. 

Back on the prairie, William gradually regains the qualities required for suc

cess as a bounty hunter. The three men eventually catch up with the two cowboys. 

In contrast to Ned, who proves unable to kill, William executes one man. The 

second cowboy is shot by the Kid later. Too shocked by the act of killing a man, the 

near-sighted Schofield Kid forgoes his share of the bounty. William advises him to 

take his part of the money and buy a pair of spectacles. Meanwhile, Ned who has 

gone his own way, is beaten to death by the crude sheriff of Big Whiskey when he 

refuses to tell Little Bill the location of his friends. In a climactic showdown, 

William revenges Ned's death, killing the sheriff and four of his men. He returns 

home and subsequently departs for San Francisco with his two children, in all like

lihood, as the closing words say, securing them a prosperous future. 

Janet Thumim writes that Unforgiven is not only a classic western, the film is 

also "about the western and thus, necessarily, it is also about masculinity" (235). For 

Thumim, Eastwood's western offers a reflection on man's (in)competence in gun-

fighting, love-making and carpentry; the complaints by prostitutes of their status of 

property; the de-glamorizing impact of violence; the role of story-tellers in the pro-
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cess of history-writing; and the psychic pressure of killing. I, however, find the tran

sitions from retired cowboy, to husband/father, to cowboy, and finally once again to 

father of greatest interest. These transitions are interwoven, as I will argue below, 

with the hero's positioning as the object of the look of various characters: the 

Schofield Kid, his own children, the mutilated prostitute Delilah, and a writer of 

dime novels named Beauchamp (Saul Rubinek). 

When the Schofield Kid arrives at William's place, the young cowboy 

provocatively states that the farmer does not look like a cold-blooded assassin. The 

Kid makes veiled references to the impoverished condition of the farmer's isolated 

house. In the eyes of the Schofield Kid, nothing recalls William's old-time reputa

tion and his glorious days. The gray-haired William initially ignores the Kid's chal

lenge, concentrating instead on the immediate chore of separating some sick pigs 

from the herd. His attempt is futile, however. He slips in the mud and while the 

hogs run alongside him, the camera captures William's fall in the mud in medium 

close-up. When he rises, we see his mud-covered face in close-up, followed by an 

extreme long shot of the Schofield Kid riding in the distance. Then William's two 

children draw his attention back to the task at hand, pointing out two more feverish 

hogs. 

Later, William begins to practice shooting. With his six-gun he aims at a can 

standing on a wood-post but misses time and again. His little daughter asks her 

brother: "Did pa used to kill folks?" The boy has an amazed look on his face. 

William finally succeeds in hitting the can after he brings out his double-barreled 

rifle. Despite his lacklustre shooting, William decides to follow the Schofield Kid. 

As his children watch, he tries to mount his horse, but with little success. The 

camera films his frenetic attempts in medium close-up, alternating between shots 

of William's head and the horse's head and legs. Because the horse is spinning 

around, the proximity from which they are filmed creates a dazzling and disturbing 

movement on-screen. The camera only films from a long-shot distance while 

William falls down but is brought closer in again when he tries to mount the horse 

anew. When he finally climbs into the saddle, we see in long shot how he rides into 

the distance after having told his children that their dear, departed mother watches 

over them. 

In these scenes at the farm, William is barely able to display typical activities 

of a western hero such as shooting and horse-riding. His inability is visually signi

fied to us, spectators, by the proximity of the camera. Caught by a too-close camera, 

his strained activities create an effect of disorientation instead of stability and con

trol. At the same time, William's own children function as embedded focalizers in 

these scenes. The too-close camera suggests that they do not simply observe him, 

but keep a (too) strict eye upon him. While his children watch him, William 

appears unable to do the manly things that have gained him notoriety. They have 
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only heard of his reputation, but they have never seen him as the great hero he once 

was: "Did pa used to kill folks?" William's daughter asks her baffled brother. For 

them, he is their father, not the renowned cowboy killer. These scenes imply that 

fatherhood emasculates a man. 

In the company of Ned, William takes up his old job as prairie cowboy. 

William's transformation from father to cowboy is not yet complete, however. He 

has sworn not to drink alcohol and in the saloon in Big Whiskey, where he arrives 

sick and shivering with fever, he even refuses to take a sip of a glass of whisky. His 

illness can be metonymically linked to his sick hogs: William is still too much 

"infected" by his life as a farmer-father. According to genre conventions such a life 

is incompatible with the position of sturdy cowboy-outlaw. He has not yet suffi

ciently shed his past domesticity. At this point, sheriff Little Bill arrives in the 

saloon and starts to interrogate William on whether he has complied with the 

sheriff's rule that strangers hand in their gun. When Little Bill detects a hidden gun, 

he addresses his "biographer" Beauchamp, who is among the saloon guests. The 

sheriff shows the dime-novel writer how he treats "trash" like William. In the 

ensuing fight, staged for the eyes of the writer, Little Bill beats the feverish William 

and we see how the bounty-hunter is seriously wounded. 

William recovers miles away from Big Whiskey, nursed by the mutilated 

prostitute Delilah. She wants to give him a "free one," but he refuses, not because 

of her cut-up face, but because of his loyalty to his wife. Surprised and admiring, 

she asks him about his wife. He then lies that she is back home, taking care of his 

children. Keeping his widowhood a secret, he justifies his absence from home. He 

makes Delilah believe that his children have a mother who fulfils the domestic 

duties. His lie liberates him from his own responsibilities as a father and 

legitimizes his job as a cowboy away from home. 

After his recovery from his illness, William rejoins Ned and the Kid. They 

have traced the cowboys, but Ned is psychically blocked from shooting them. Since 

the Kid is virtually blind, William takes Ned's Spencer rifle. William, who has little 

experience in shooting with a Spencer, is constantly addressed by a nervous Kid, 

who wants to hear an extensive account of whether or not he has hit one of the cow

boys. In this scene, William is explicitly the object of the Kid's look. The Kid is both 

excited and pessimistic, since he has little faith in William's capacities. Although 

the Kid has heard stories about William's reputation as the "worst, meaning the 

best" gunfighter, he only knows him as an old broken-down farmer, who became 

seriously ill when he returned to the prairie. Nevertheless, William shoots one 

wanted man in the stomach. The cowboy dies slowly, in great pain. 

Ned loses all taste for tracking down the second cowboy, and decides to 

return home. William and the Kid continue the hunt, and the latter kills the cowboy 

point-blank. After their job has been accomplished, William learns that Ned has 
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been tortured to death by Little Bill. He starts to drink from a bottle of whisky. This 

drinking signifies that the torture and subsequent death of his partner have been 

crucial in pushing William to shed the "skin" of his fatherhood. Motivated by 

revenge he revisits Big Whiskey. In his second confrontation with the sheriff, their 

positions are reversed. This time, William is no longer the farmer who hunts for the 

bounty, but he becomes the cowboy returning to revenge his buddy's cruel death. 

He kills the sheriff and four of his assistants in a self-assured style. The showdown 

is witnessed by Little Bill's biographer, who is full of awe for the victor. Beauchamp 

can now start to rewrite the story of heroism in the West, choosing not Little Bill but 

William as his protagonist. Watched, among others, by the writer and the 

prostitutes, William returns to his children. 

We can clearly see how the hero is positioned as the focalized object. Both 

the Kid's and his children's doubts and looks are necessary for his return to the prai

rie. The Kid's scornful comment after seeing the farm tempts him out of his retire

ment. The proximity of his children, marked by the frequent use of (medium) close-

up shots, has an oppressive, and therefore, emasculating effect upon him: home 

and fatherhood are not the destiny of a "real" man. Having lost the habit of life as a 

cowboy, he falls ill upon his arrival in Big Whiskey. Recovering under the nursing 

look of Delilah, he gains her sympathy by telling her about his wife. His lie that his 

wife watches over the children legitimizes his absence at home in the eyes of the 

prostitute. 

Unforgiven shows that the more William abandons his responsibilities as a 

father, the more his former role as cowboy seems to befit him. After he has justified 

his neglect of domestic duties to the prostitute, he is ready to become a "man" once 

again. In killing one of the cowboys, he proves his masculinity in the eyes of the 

Kid, who had doubted his qualities as shooter. His transformation from father to 

cowboy is only complete, however, after he starts to drink. He is filled by intense 

desire for revenge after the news of his best friend's death. The black man functions 

here as the necessary sacrifice that fully reinstates in William a lust for vengeful 

heroism. William single-handedly kills five men and wins the admiration of the 

writer, the man who will make a report of the event as well as of his heroism. 

During his period in the prairie, William has left his son and daughter to 

their own devices. In terms of present-day "progressive" demands, he might be 

qualified as a "not good enough," though not necessarily "bad," father. In the nine

ties, men are repeatedly called upon in a wide variety of cultural media, ranging 

from academic texts to life-style magazines, to take paternity seriously. Eastwood's 

western can be seen as a film that counters this call. The audience of Unforgiven is 

not shown anything of William's definitive retirement as a cowboy and his return to 

homebound fatherhood, but the closing lines imply that his offspring have no 

reason to complain about the temporary absence of their father. Thanks to their 
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father's part of the bounty - the reward resulting from his rediscovery of traditional 

masculinity - they exchange a poor, isolated farm for the more wealthy setting of 

San Francisco, "where it was rumored [William] prospered in dry goods" (closing 

lines of the film). 

Unforgiven can be seen as a neo-conservative comment. The film indicates 

that man's domestic efforts do not determine his success as a father. Contrary to 

"progressive" standards, such a reading of the film implies that good fatherhood is 

not defined by the quantity of time invested in properly raising children.3 The film 

can be read as countering contemporary calls to fathers that remind them of their 

domestic responsibilities. Instead, Unforgiven offers the implicit advice that children 

benefit if their daddy is a man of the world and acts as if fatherhood is not his pri

mary job. In this respect, the apparent oxymoron of the cowboy-father is used to 

suggest that the best father may be the one who shirks his paternal duties in favor 

of masculine impulses.4 If feminists promote the subordination of masculinity to 

domestic policy, Unforgiven reverses the hierarchy in a neo-conservative way by 

implying that domestic policy comes second to masculinity.5 

My discussion of Unforgiven illustrates a point I briefly addressed in chapter 

one: life as a cowboy is not just a rite of passage from boyhood/adolescence into 

manhood/maturity. A man who becomes husband or father does not automatically 

give up the yearning for "tough" heroism. As Eastwood's film shows, the construc

tion of competitive masculinity is not exclusively limited to the adolescent phase of 

a man's life, but is caught up in a cyclical process that also affects fathers. 


