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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Whiteness as Wildness 

As Jane Tompkins claims, Indians only play marginalized roles in the western 

genre. They function, in her words, as "props, bits of local color, textural effects" 

(8). Since Indians have no serious presence as fully developed characters, Tompkins 

does not address the matter of race in her West of Everything, I opt for a different 

approach and examine representations of Indians in westerns. My goal, however, 

will not be to obtain a deeper understanding of Indians themselves; this, as 

Tompkins has indicated, is impossible within the confines of the genre. Rather, my 

goal will be to obtain greater insight into the ways Indians are used to constitute 

white American masculinity.1 

In most western films Indians are played by white actors, such as Jeff 

Chandler in Broken Arrow (Delmer Daves, 1950), Rock Hudson in Winchester yj 

(Anthony Mann, 1950) and in Taza, Son of Cochise (Douglas Sirk, 1954), Burt 

Lancaster in Apache (Robert Aldrich, 1954), and Charles Bronson in Drum Beat 

(Delmer Daves, 1954) and Run of the Arrow (Samuel Fuller, 1957). On the one hand, 

as Tompkins indicated, this type of casting is symptomatic of the marginality of 

Indians. On the other hand - and this aspect is the one I want to explore - it already 

indicates that the figure of the Indian lurks within white American identity. This 

idea builds on the work of Hayden White and other cultural critics elaborating the 

ways in which "wildness" has been conceptualized within Western culture as the 

"repressed content" of white "civilized" identity (White, Tropics 153). 

In westerns, Indians generally function as signifiers for wildness, 

constituting whiteness by relational contrast. They are used as containers for racial 

otherness in order to give content to whiteness. The category of whiteness itself is 

notable for generally going unremarked as such. As Richard Dyer contends, white

ness is characterized by its invisibility as a specific racial position. Whiteness is so 

all-encompassing that it tends to go without saying; it does not exist prior to non-

whiteness, that is, prior to the existence of a tangible deviation from it. In the words 

of Dyer, whiteness has an "everything-and-nothing quality": ". . . white is not 

anything really, not an identity, not a particularizing quality, because it is everything 

- white is no colour because it is all colours" (Matter of Images 142). 

Extending this argument, Thomas DiPiero defines whiteness as a "response 

to a perceived lack of identity" ("White Men" 117). In their attempts to define what 

racial otherness is, white people implicitly constitute their own white identity. By 

delineating what is typical of the other, whiteness is construed as the a-typical, com

mon standard. Representations of the other generally diverge from this standard of 

whiteness. This divergence forms the basis for stereotypes, "an arrested, fixated 
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form of representation" (Bhabha, "Other Question" 321). They are "curiously mixed 

and split" (328). Stereotypes are ambivalent and always in excess of the norm. In the 

genre of the western, as critics such as Fiedler, Philip French, Lenihan, and Maltby 

have noted, Indians are represented as either primitive brutes - combatted by white 

men - or noble savages - celebrated, even imitated by white men.2 

In order to avoid the suggestion of a transhistorical examination of the 

nature of these opposing images, I will discuss the conflict between whiteness and 

non-whiteness within a specific cultural-historical context. This context is the one 

surrounding Norman Mailer's pivotal essay "The White Negro" (1957). This essay 

argues for a "marriage" between black and white. I will claim, however, that Mailer's 

suggestion of a "genuine" interracial male encounter overlooks the fact that his ver

sion of white male rebellious identity is constituted at the expense of, rather than in 

union with, blackness. The white male rebel's appropriation of racial otherness is a 

structuring principle for Mailer's essay. 

My point in introducing two western films contemporary to "The White 

Negro" - John Ford's The Searchers (1956) and Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow 

(1957) - is twofold. First, I want to problematize the white man's privilege to enrich 

his identity with likeable characteristics of a racial other. Second, I want to resist the 

pitfall of an all too simple notion of white/non-white encounters in which all non-

whites are considered interchangeable, irrespective racial and cultural differences. 

There is a tendency in criticism of westerns to read blacks and Indians as 

substitutes for one another, since both have functioned as stand-ins for racial 

otherness in American culture.3 By contrasting Mailer's essay with the two westerns 

I will articulate what difference it makes who is chosen as a "stand-in" for other

ness, black or Indian, in the process of constructing white male American identity. 

The Utopia of Interracial Marriage in "The White Negro" 

It may seem an odd detour to discuss the white-Indian encounter in western films 

via Norman Mailer's text "The White Negro," but that essay is particularly relevant 

to my framing of westerns in the historical context of the 1950s. "The White Negro" 

had its origin in a statement Mailer made about Southern resistance to school inte

gration^ He argued that whites resisted integration and thus equality in the 

classroom because they secretly knew that "the Negro already enjoys sensual 

superiority." As both a compensation for and a defense against the Negroes' "sexu

al supremacy" white men fought to retain their social and educational privileges 

(qtd. in Cooley 138). William Faulkner publicly insulted Mailer, angered by the way 

his article reinforced stereotypical views of black sexuality (which in turn were used 

to validate the segregation and violent oppression of blacks). In response, Mailer 

wrote his essay "The White Negro," which may be "a hodge-podge, a confused piece 

of writing" (Schaub 138) in terms of form and structure, but which has been an 
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influential and controversial text in terms of its content and historical significance. 

David Savran, in his study on white American masculinity Taking It Like a Man, 

names Mailer's text not only a "groundbreaking and trenchant cultural critique" of 

the late fifties, he even claims that the essay serves as the "godfather" of the 

fantasy of the white male as the victim of an oppressive society (4). In his study, 

Savran examines how this fantasy has pervaded American culture up to the present. 

The direct occasion for Mailer's essay was the desegregation of white 

schools, but his text's focus ultimately came to be a psychological portrait of a new 

white rebel male, "the hipster" - a term associated with bebop and taken from black 

slang. Mailer's essay describes the hipster as an American existentialist, living on 

the edge, confronted by an "enormous present. . . with death as immediate danger" 

(373). The hipster exists without roots, divorced from society, as a rebel without a 

cause. He is, to cite two catchy phrases from Mailer's essay, "a frontiersman in the 

Wild West of American night life" (373) and he has the "sophistication of the wise 

primitive in a giant jungle" (378). 

Mailer's characterization of the hipster was meant to oppose "square" 

American culture, symbolized by the domestic bliss of the middle-class nuclear 

family. In chapter three, the white suburban breadwinner father as the new 

standard image of normative masculinity in the fifties was already mentioned. The 

image of the conforming worker in white collar and gray flannel suit represented a 

retreat from the entrepreneurial masculinities of preceding decades. Unlike the 

Self-Made Man of the pre-World War II period, the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit 

was a hired employee who was "expected to subordinate his personal ambitions for 

the good of the corporation" (Savran 47). Correspondingly, the word "crisis" often 

crops up in discussions of white masculinity during the fifties, as in Cohan's impor

tant study Masked Men. He argues that the suburban breadwinner could not go his 

own way but was required to compromise and adjust to the rules of his enterprise. 

In relation to the Self-Made Man, the hired employee was perceived as "soft" and 

emasculated. 

Mailer's figure of the radical hipster was one manifestation of this crisis in 

white masculinity. The hipster opposed the rigors of white-collar normativity by 

attempting to resuscitate Self-Made Manhood. He did not, however, celebrate a 

rural setting of free individualism, but preferred to withdraw into an urban subcul

ture (Savran 48). In the anonymity of the subcultural setting, the white hipster 

could indulge in jazz, marihuana, energetic language, and sexual outlawry. Mailer 

goes so far as to model the white hipster on juvenile delinquents and psychopaths, 

and he advocates good orgasms as therapy (382). Within this context, Mailer turns 

to the figure of the "Negro" as the representative of unrepressed sexuality. 

Mailer argues that because of the "Negro's" life in the margins of society and 

his low status in American culture, he has to "live a life of constant humility or ever-
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threatening danger" (375) and is forced to explore a "morality of the bottom" (383). 

This alternative attracts the white bohemian and the juvenile delinquent and results 

in a "ménage-a-trois" with the "Negro." In this "wedding of the white and black," 

according to Mailer, "it was the Negro who brought the cultural dowry" (374). The 

wedding engenders a new breed of white male urban adventurer, the hipster, who 

"for practical purposes could be considered a white Negro" (375). 

The greatest controversy surrounding this essay centres on the nature of 

Mailer's praise of blackness. The writer James Baldwin expressed strong dismay 

with "The White Negro." To him it was a "downright impenetrable" text for two 

prominent reasons: the title of the essay and the stereotyped portrayal of black men 

(73). Thomas Hill Schaub addresses the first issue when he suggests that "The 

Negro White" would have been a more appropriate title, since what Mailer describes 

"is the white man 'passing' for (his version of the) black" (146). Baldwin's second 

objection to Mailer's text is related to this form of "passing." Mailer's hipster only 

identifies with those characteristics of the black man that he desires for himself. 

The black man in "The White Negro" is heavily mythologized and Mailer romanti

cizes him as a "psychic outlaw" who lives a life of extremes. Simultaneously, the 

"Negro" plays the stereotypical role of "sexual outlaw," sustained by the white fan

tasy of black men having spectacularly large penises. These double roles of outlawry 

pass as the black man's dowry to "the wedding of white and black."5 

Mailer's narrative of cultural miscegenation and "primitive" authenticity can 

be criticized at many levels. In terms of my argument, the most important aspect to 

note in Mailer's essay is that the stereotyped representation of black men is curious

ly mixed and split. The "Negro" plays the feminizing part of seductive bride (Savran 

50) while bringing to the marriage emblems of hypermasculine outlawry. The white 

hipster embraces the "Negro" via flirtation with a "kind of strategic self-othering" 

(Mercer, "Skin" 207). He hyper-valorizes those characteristics of the "Negro" which 

suit his own self-fashioning as a "dirty" rebel with no cause but to challenge the 

"square" culture of white suburban conformism. Mailer's idea of a wedding 

ultimately serves a romanticized appropriation of the black other for the benefit of 

the white male self. The white Negro, like a "photographic negative" (Mercer, "Skin" 

207), becomes masculine by both emasculating and hyper-valorizing his model, the 

black man. The "Negro" is simultaneously the bride and the source of unrepressed 

sexuality. 

Mailer, however, fails to understand the conditions of the wedding he pro

poses. These conditions recall the paradox of Achilles and the tortoise as sketched 

by Lacan in Seminar XX (published as Encore). Achilles is much faster than the tor

toise and approaches him quickly. And of course, it is easy for Achilles to leave the 

tortoise behind. The point of the story, however, is that Achilles can never actually 

reach the tortoise. There is a constant distance between the two that it is impossible 
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to cross. Either Achilles has not approached the tortoise closely enough or he has 

already overtaken the tortoise. 

This paradox of (not) overtaking the other is exemplified by "The White 

Negro." Mailer's white imagination about the black male outlaw creates a gap which 

comes to figure as racial difference: there is an unresolvable discord between (the 

experience of) black subjectivity and the way a white man such as Mailer "sees" 

blackness. In Mailer's text, the promise of closing this gap is presumed to have been 

achieved, which can be transcribed as: "The black man coincides with the way I see 

him and therefore I propose him as my partner/accomplice." The possibility (much 

less, the likelihood) of a constitutive imbalance within such an interracial wedding 

is not taken into account. Mailer's (marriage) proposal merely serves the sake of his 

own identity as white male urban outlaw. His hipster blends with (a projected form 

of) blackness only in order to generate possibilities for Mailer's own self-fashioning 

as a white male rebel who challenges the "soft," but normative image of the white-

collar employee. 

Excessive Identification with the Other: The Searchers 

For the time being, it suffices to characterize "the white Negro" as a deficient trope 

because of its deeply flawed portrayal of interracial "harmony." I will return to the 

issue of the constitutive imbalance in Mailer's essay after contrasting it with the 

western films The Searchers and Run of the Arrow. The essay and films can be treated 

as joined efforts to construct white male identities that are not ensnared by the 

1950s ideology of domestic bliss. Both the essay and films do so through a strategy 

of contrasting whiteness with a racial other. This similarity in strategy, however, 

does not entice similar effects. I will claim that the divergence in how white male 

identity is constructed in Mailer's essay versus how it is constructed in the films 

results from the specificity of the chosen other. This divergence, in turn, suggests 

that it has been easier for white American men to appropriate "the black man" than 

"the Indian." Correspondingly, the representations of Indians in the films forceful

ly remind us of precisely that constitutive imbalance between whites and racial 

minorities elided by yet crucially sustaining Mailer's essay. 

In the history of the western genre, Indians are imagined as either faithful 

companions or wild savages. Companionship suggests that a friendly and "genuine" 

encounter between white and non-white is possible, whereas savagery presupposes 

Indians to be full-fledged adversaries who offer white men the possibility to 

"regenerate through violence" (Slotkin). Attempts to meet Indians as either enemies 

or noble friends are explored in western films such as The Searchers (John Ford, 

1956) and Run of the Arrow (Samuel Fuller, 1957). These films are of particular 

interest, however, precisely because they do not remain enmeshed, respectively, in 

either an easy antagonism or a Utopian friendship between white and red. These 
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western films do not simply reproduce the stereotypes; they also examine the 

nature of these stereotypes. Consequently, these westerns are tremendously useful 

for pinpointing the parameters of encounters between white men and Indians. 

John Ford's The Searchers (1956) can be read as a reflection on the 

hackneyed imagery that Indians are brute savages. In captivity narratives 6 of earlier 

centuries and dime novelsy of the nineteenth century they figured primarily as a 

"red menace," snatching away women and children. In several of his previous 

western films, Ford had also made use of this particular image of Indians as a 

violent threat. Headed by Geronimo, Indians attack the travelers in the celebrated 

classic Stagecoach (1939). Their brief presence as an anonymous crowd of warriors 

binds the heterogeneous group of passengers together. In Fort Apache (1948) 

Colonel Thursday (Henry Fonda) orders Captain York (John Wayne) and Private 

Beaufort (Pedro Armendariz) to propose talking peace with the Indians to persuade 

them to return to American soil. To the great scandal of York, Thursday at the very 

same time secretly plans an unexpected attack. The trick fails because the Indians 

are too well-adapted to the conditions of war and they defeat the white military 

force. In its explicit reference to captivity narratives, The Searchers (1956) is also 

preoccupied with Indians in their role as wild savages. This film is more complex, 

however, than its engagement with the stereotype suggests. In this western, I will 

argue, the supposed violence of Indians speaks back to the white hero himself. 

In Ford's The Searchers, based on Alan LeMay's novel of the same title, Ethan 

Edwards (John Wayne) is introduced as a classically focalized object. As the film 

begins, Ethan's relatives - his brother, the latter's wife and three children - standing 

on the front porch of their prairie house, watch Ethan approach as a small dot in the 

wide open spaces. The closer he comes the more their faces reveal pleasant 

surprise. His relatives welcome him warmly and want to know about Ethan's 

adventures, but the guest is vague about his past whereabouts and activities. A 

Confederate veteran of the Civil War which had ended three years earlier, he still 

does not believe in the defeat and surrender of the South. When a while later Ethan 

is asked to swear in as a volunteer Texas Ranger in order to assist in rounding up 

cattle that were run off a nearby ranch, he refuses because he considers the loyalty 

oath he gave to the Confederate States of America still binding. Moreover, by 

swearing in as a volunteer, he would have to submit himself to the command of 

Captain Reverend Samuel Clayton (Ward Bond), whose authority he does not recog

nize. 

Nonetheless, Ethan accompanies the Texas Rangers to round up the lost cat

tle, repeatedly proving his superior knowledge and ability in comparison to Samuel 

Clayton. When they see a bull slain by a lance, Ethan recognizes the tribal decora

tions. He suddenly realizes that the theft of cattle is only a trick to lure them away 

from their homes, and he predicts that Indians have used the men's absence for a 



part three chapter seven 145 

murder raid. Indeed, the Edwards' home has been burned down, Ethan's brother, 

sister-in-law, and nephew have been killed, and the two nieces Debbie and Lucy 

have been made captives. A group of men decides to trace down the Indian raiders. 

When the men discover a dead Comanche, Ethan shoots the corpse's eyes, in 

the process deeply angering Samuel Clayton. Ethan's act proceeds from blind 

revenge, based on his knowledge of the Comanche belief that a dead man without 

eyes cannot enter the spirit land and is condemned to wander forever between the 

winds. In another scene, he again reveals his familiarity with Comanche customs. 

After the white men narrowly escape from a group of Comanche warriors, Ethan 

recognizes the Indians' death song as an announcement for a new attack. Warned 

in time, the white men's defense is successful. 

At this point, the Texas Rangers decide to end their search for the two girls. 

Ethan, however, continues his quest, assisted by two young men: Martin Pawley 

(Jeffrey Hunter), who had been adopted by the Edwards family, and Brad Jorgensen 

(Harry Carey, Jr.), Lucy's boyfriend. While they are on their way, Ethan comments 

on the distinction he makes between a "human being" and a Comanche. According 

to him, the Indian is less than "human": while a white man leaves his dying horse 

behind, a Comanche will get that horse up, ride it twenty more miles, and eat it. For 

Ethan, the Comanches' willingness both to push their horses far beyond their limit 

and to consume them signifies the Indians' excessive brutishness. The presumed 

brutishness is emphasized soon after when Ethan announces to his companions 

that he has discovered Lucy's dead body. Brad becomes deranged from grief, jumps 

on his horse and rides in the direction of an Indian camp. Off-screen we hear sever

al shots, which convey that he has died. 

Due to the Indians' brutish behavior, they are regarded as equivalent to a 

white villain. In chapter four I argued that symbolic terms such as "law" and "jail" 

are rejected by "bad guys" like Liberty Valance. The refusal to acknowledge these 

terms makes the villain a complete out-law. In terms of the forced choice of 

Lacanian psychoanalysis, the villain has sacrificed "meaning" for (impossible) 

"being." In the eyes of townspeople, subjects confined by symbolic conventions, the 

"bad guy" represents a "disinterest-in-meaning" which tips over into an "excess-of-

toughness." From a (hostile) white perspective, Indians similarly belong to this cate

gory of excess. They are marked by "too much wildness," to which their uncompro

mising attitude towards horses attests. Since white men take them as figures of 

excessive wildness, Indians are considered unpredictable in their actions, motives, 

and habits. 

Ethan, however, proves himself an exception to the general rule that white 

men cannot fathom Indians: he is, as we have seen, an adequate reader of 

Comanche customs and tactics. He can predict that the Indians will use the white 

men's absence for a murder raid. He has knowledge of Comanches' treatment of 
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their horses, the significance of a Comanche corpse's eyes, and recognizes a 

Comanche death song. He acts as one knowing all the secrets of the wild racial 

other. His presumed knowledge makes him a borderline figure in the eyes of his 

two companions, Brad and Martin. They "see"/imagine him as a man capable of 

oscillating between wilderness and civilization - in other words, as a western hero. 

In the course of the film, however, Ethan gradually belies his status as con

ventional hero. This shift is first introduced when Ethan, later in the film, makes 

another distinction between whites and Comanches. He says that an Indian will 

chase a thing until he thinks he has chased it enough, but that whites will search 

until they have found what they are looking for, however long it takes. Ethan pre

sents Indians as people who do not care if they return from a search with empty 

hands, while he situates himself as a (white) man who "knows" the object of his 

search, and will catch it at any price. From this self-confident declaration onwards, 

he is gradually perceived differently by Martin. Originally, Martin had thought that 

the objective of their search was the rescue of Debbie, so that she could live among 

her own people again. Halfway into the film, however, Martin expresses his doubt 

about the sincerity of Ethan's reasons for tracking Debbie down. In a conversation 

with his former girlfriend Laurie Jorgensen (Vera Miles) he says: "I'm afraid of him 

finding Debbie. I've seen his eyes on the very word 'Comanche.'" 

Martin's doubt is visually sustained when we, the spectators, are given a 

glimpse of Ethan's eyes in a quick tracking shot, an unusual camera movement in 

this film, as he looks at some women who had been Comanche captives. This shot 

is part of a flashback visualizing a letter Martin has written to Laurie. It describes 

the arrival of Ethan and Martin in a former Comanche camp after it was raided by 

the American Cavalry. The two searchers are allowed to look at several deranged 

young white women who had been living among the Indians. Martin holds out 

Debbie's favorite doll to them, and one of the women snatches it away. While 

looking at the woman with the doll, Ethan concludes that the women "ain't white 

anymore - they are Comanche." The camera quickly zooms in on his face, in a sud

den movement forward, focussing on the grim lines about Ethan's mouth and his 

fiery eyes. The close-up makes "graphically clear that Ethan himself is on the verge 

of madness caused by his obsessive hatred" (Pye, "Double Vision" 233) while the 

unusual way the camera zooms in on his face emphasizes his disgust at what 

Debbie might have become. By quickly zooming in on the murderous look Ethan 

shoots at the woman with the doll, a substitute for Debbie herself, it is suggested 

that he does not want to bring his young niece back but rather desires to kill her. 

The tracking shot visually endorses the shift in how Martin sees Ethan. The 

latter's changed attitude towards his senior companion becomes evident when the 

men finally encounter Debbie (Natalie Wood). After many years, the two searchers 

have tracked her down and discovered that she is the wife of chief Scar (Henry 
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Brandon). They arrange for a meeting with the Comanche headman. Outside the 

Indian camp, Debbie approaches the men and urges them to leave her with her 

people, the Comanches. Ethan tries to shoot his niece but Martin, intervening 

quickly, prevents him from killing her. Forced to flee when Scar and his men 

arrive, Ethan and Martin retreat behind a rock. There Martin reads aloud Ethan's 

will: in place of Debbie, his only living relative, Martin has become his heir. The 

latter becomes angry with Ethan for bypassing Debbie solely because she, as Ethan 

contemptuously says, "lives with a buck." 

Martin's anger predominantly derives from his disappointment with Ethan. 

Initially Martin believed in the tough war veteran as a self-determined reader of 

Indians' characteristics, a man supposed to know everything about them. Martin 

now sees Ethan as a man obsessed with hatred, intent on killing Debbie. We can 

explain Ethan's hatred of the Indians as a response to the deadly raid that killed his 

relatives, but what precisely is it that disturbs him about Debbie, the woman in cap

tivity? In his eyes, Debbie has adopted an Indian style of living and seems to enjoy 

it. As a white woman who has been transformed into the wife of an Indian chief, she 

has access to pleasure that is denied him - to a form of enjoyment embodied in the 

idea of the Indians as figures of excessive wildness. 

In using the term "enjoyment" here I am relying on a definition of it 

inspired by Slavoj Zizek. He shows to what extent the concept can be used to under

stand the underlying fantasy of racial hatred. Generally, a given community clings 

to a way of life that is considered to be "their" specific way, inaccessible to those 

who do not belong to the community. This "way of life," however, is not something 

graspable; a community is defined by the belief among its members that there is a 

"way of life" which is unique to them. Paradoxically, this belief is materialized in a 

set of social practices, and this strange nonexistent "substance" is then called enjoy

ment (Zizek, Tarrying 202). Because the "substance" cannot be possessed, enjoy

ment is identified as, by definition, a form of excess or surplus.8 Moreover, Zizek 

goes on to argue, we tend to impute to the other an excessive enjoyment: the other 

wants to steal our enjoyment (by ruining our way of life) and/or the other has access 

to some secret enjoyment, inaccessible to us (203). Hence, the other is doubly ter

rifying: s/he menaces "our" specific way of life and has habits and attitudes which 

are beyond "our" reach. This double terror provokes the twin reactions of repulsion 

and fascination for the other. On the one hand, whites are intrigued by Indians for 

their distinctly different and inaccessible way of life. On the other, the ungraspabi-

lity of the Indian way of life is reason for whites to see them as a threatening force. 

In the eyes of Ethan, the white woman-turned-Comanche Debbie shares the 

other's excessive enjoyment: she lives among a "wild" tribe that is in harmony with 

wild nature. Ethan wants to murder her for her surplus-enjoyment, for what is "in 

her more than her" now that she lives as a Comanche-woman. This surplus-enjoy-
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ment is inaccessible to Ethan as a white man. Near the end of the film, Ethan again 

has an opportunity to murder Debbie. Aided by a group of Texas Rangers the two 

searchers attack Scar's camp. After Ethan scalps Scar in his own lodge, he catches 

Debbie. To Martin's surprise, who is pursuing them while shouting "No, Ethan, 

no," Ethan lifts Debbie up, puts her in his own arms and says: "Let's go home, 

Debbie." 

The Searchers does not offer a clear clue explaining Ethan's change of heart. 

A psychoanalytic approach, however, can be of help in understanding the "take-

Debbie-home" scene. The Comanche chief whom Ethan scalped was defined by him 

as an Indian of excessive wildness based on the many scalps he wore as trophies. 

After Scar is killed by Martin, Ethan cuts off the headman's scalp. By this act, Ethan 

repeats a gesture which many whites perceive to be an Indian one par excellence 

and seems to grasp the "substance" of the other's enjoyment. Paradoxically, 

however, access to one form of enjoyment is always paid for by the loss of another 

form of enjoyment. As soon as Ethan captures the scalp as trophy, the scalp 

dissolves into a random object, without particular "substance." The substance of 

enjoyment is so curious, however, because the moment one approaches it, the sub

stance turns out to be a "mirage retroactively invoked by the surplus" (Zizek, Tarrying 

36). Ethan's confusion about the "dissolution" of this "substance" can be 

transcribed as follows: "I have attained my enemy's scalp, the presumed goal of my 

desire, and therefore I should be limitlessly satisfied, but I only wonder whether 

this is It ' ." The violent act of scalping does not produce enjoyment on Ethan's part, 

since its "substance" is no more than an empty form without positive content, and 

hence, constitutively inaccessible. 

Since enjoyment is only a surplus that fades into nothingness as soon as one 

captures it, it cannot be defined in positive terms. But the pursuit of the 

"substance" of enjoyment does have an (unintended) effect on the subject. Instead 

of being a trophy symbolizing his victory, the scalp becomes a signifier of Ethan's 

aggressiveness towards the other whom he, in fact, has become in imitating the 

most stereotypical habit whites attribute to Indians. While an Indian usually takes a 

scalp from his own victim, however, Ethan himself did not defeat the Comanche 

chief. If scalping is an act that stereotypically defines Indians as bad savages, Ethan 

acts even worse: he scalps another man's victim. By means of this excessively 

violent act, Ethan has shown that he is "more like Comanche than Comanches." He 

encounters within himself the other enjoyment that he had presumed horrific: the 

other is the other within himself. This encounter brings about his paralysis, since it 

confronts Ethan with his own lack of plenitude, that is, his lack-in-being. Let me 

quote Zizek for support of this reading: 
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What are fantasies about the [other's] special, excessive enjoyment 

. . . if not precisely so many ways, for us to organize our own enjoyment? 

Do we not find enjoyment precisely in fantasizing about the [other's] 

enjoyment, in this ambivalent attitude toward it? . . . [T]he fascinating 

image of the [other] gives a body to our own innermost split, to what 

is "in us more than ourselves" and thus prevents us from achieving 

full identity with ourselves. (Tarrying 206) 

The white man's attitude is split between repulsion towards and fascination with the 

other. After his excessively wild act of scalping Scar, Ethan fully encounters his own 

ambivalence, that is, the other within, which prevents him from achieving full iden

tity with himself. This results in his blankness; he is too empty to act. As I 

concluded in chapter five, a blank male subject can only overcome his (temporary) 

aphanisis when he receives a supportive, fetishistic look. We can now understand 

why Ethan proposes to take Debbie "home." The scene is witnessed by Martin who 

takes great pains to stop Ethan from killing Debbie. It seems as if Martin's resistant 

look prevents him from acting. Under the circumstances, killing his niece would 

have been an outrageous act of pure villainy. 

In the final episode of The Searchers everything returns more or less to nor

mal for Ethan, as the formal repetition of the film's opening suggests. Riding ahead 

of a small group of horsemen, Ethan is again a small dot against the wide open 

space, now being watched by the Jorgensens, their daughter Laurie and Mose 

Harper (Hank Worden) from the porch of their home. Returning Debbie "home" 

alive, Ethan is met with supportive looks. The family welcomes him with a serene 

silence consisting of a mixture of surprise and admiration. The Jorgensens and 

Mose are prepared to "see" him with their imagination anew as the hero who is 

responsible for Debbie's safe homecoming. He can be seen in the role as hero 

because his attendants - Martin among them - allow him to ride ahead. The sup

portive looks of the Jorgensens invest Ethan once more with the sense of heroic 

"being" that was lost when he "went native." 

The Searchers ends with a paradox. Ethan asked Debbie to come "home," but 

the final shot makes clear that the word "home" has no clear content for a 

wandering loner like Ethan. Whereas everyone crosses the threshold of the 

Jorgensen's house, we see him framed in a long shot in the doorway against the 

wide open space. He stands in an awkward position, holding his left elbow with his 

right hand. Walking away a while later, he suggests that he remains in limbo 

between "home" and the rough open spaces. On the one hand, this in-between posi

tion correlates to a conventional construction of masculinity, since the hero in 

westerns is characterized as oscillating between wilderness and civilization. On the 
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other hand, Ethan's in-between position is symptomatic of The Searchers' status as a 

problematic western. Ethan both hates the Comanches and discovers that he is 

"more like Comanche than Comanches." He vacillates between the white man's 

obsessive intolerance toward the other and excessive imitation of the other. Unable 

to solve this oscillation and therefore, unable to completely free himself from his 

ambivalence toward the other within himself, he is condemned to wander in no 

man's land. 

We can now note a clear distinction between Mailer's "The White Negro" and 

Ford's The Searchers. In his essay, Mailer enriched the identity of the white male 

hipster at the expense of the black man by appropriating the fashionable (projected) 

"Negro" identity. In the western film, Ethan aimed to satisfy his lustful revenge and 

to articulate his heroism via Scar's dead body. By his act of scalping the headman, 

however, he proved himself "more Indian than the Indians." In adopting the 

unlikeable, for too wild, characteristics of Indians, he (temporarily) encounters a 

loss of his white self. 

The Impossibility of Becoming a Noble Savage: Run of the Arrow 

White men's hatred of Indians' excessive enjoyment (and ultimately of their own 

enjoyment) was the driving force behind Ethan and Martin's years of searching in 

Ford's film. In Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow (1957), the confrontation between 

white and red is addressed from a completely different angle. Not hatred is at stake 

in this western, but a white man's exotic admiration for Indians. In Fuller's "white 

man among the Indians"-western, however, the encounter between the two races is 

as strongly distorted as in The Searchers. Fuller's film reveals the consequences of 

white men's "good" interracial intentions. I will linger over the conditions which 

ensure that such good intentions are no guarantee of idyllic companionship. 

Reading Run of the Arrow and The Searchers as complementary films, the two 

westerns will help me to understand more completely the historical conditions that 

underlay heroic white masculine outlawry in these failed encounters with the 

Indian and their relation to Mailer's psychic interracial wedding between white and 

black. 

Fuller's western begins with the surrender of the South ending the Civil 

War. Frustrated by the peace treaty, the white infantryman O'Meara (Rod Steiger) 

expresses his discontent with civilization. He wants to be an outsider ("I am a rebel 

because I want to be"), and decides to go to the Far West, since the "savages have 

more pride than us." The concept of a savage's "pride" is derived from the century-

old myth of the "noble savage." As Zizek writes in a footnote, the noble savage can 

be conceived of as a primitive other, a subject supposed not to know (Enjoy 62). The 

Indian here plays the role of the ignorant other, noble because s/he lives in a world 

not yet spoiled by corrupt civilization. Moreover, Indians' nobility depends on the 
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fact that they are presumed not to see the corruption of white civilization, so that 

they still can offer white men a supportive look. 

O'Meara is so disillusioned with the new order after the surrender of the 

South that he yearns for the "nobility" of the "savages." He tells the old army scout 

Walking Coyote (Jay C. Flippen) that he really wants to become one of the Sioux. 

With the scout's help, O'Meara quickly learns some of the tribe's customs. But 

when, while reading a track, he tells Walking Coyote that he cannot see any Indians, 

the scout responds: "When you can't see them, they are looking at you." 

This paradoxical phrase recalls Lacan's distinction between "eye" or "look" 

and the "gaze" in Seminar XI (chapter 6 to 9). The eye/look designates the point 

from where "I" (as a particular subject) see, whereas the pre-existence of the gaze 

indicates that "I" am looked at from all sides (Lacan, FFCP 72). The gaze constructs 

our visual field: everything we see is caught up in a network of meanings we 

inherit from the gaze, which itself is outside our field of vision (Bryson 92). As 

Silverman makes clear, our look can never approximate the gaze (Male Subjectivity 

130), which is foreclosed from the subject (152). The gaze is merely an imaginary 

apparatus through which light is projected onto the subject (145). By "lightning up" 

and "photo-graphing" (Lacan, FFCP 106} the visual field, this field becomes part of 

the network of meanings. Only on this condition can "I" see: an arrow is only an 

"arrow" when "I" attribute this specific signifier to it. 

Our look is always distorted, because our visual field is always riven by 

chains of signifiers. Because of our lack-in-being, we can never look at an object 

from a direct and unmediated viewpoint. An object is too much burdened with 

meaning. The look, therefore belongs to the symbolic order, in contrast to the gaze 

which is outside the symbolic order. Within the context of the gaze as "inscription 

of Otherness in the field of vision" (Silverman, Threshold 56), Walking Coyote's 

phrase - "When you can't see them, they are looking at you" - becomes significant. 

Walking Coyote sees how O'Meara is caught by surprise from behind because the 

white man failed to notice the Sioux. Both the old army scout and the former 

infantryman have to surrender to the group of young warriors. Their surrender 

illustrates Walking Coyote's teachings. A white man is always subjected to Indians' 

field of vision. Before he observes the bodies of Indians their eyes have already 

pierced him. Although a white man cannot see the Sioux, the Indians see him. 

O'Meara's vision is necessarily limited. Within a Lacanian paradigm, the 

subject is positioned at the site of the "picture" (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 147). 

The white man does not possess the gaze but is subjected to it: he is always-already 

seen. The Indians, by contrast, are all-seeing. Walking Coyote's phrase implies that 

what is "in a Sioux more than Sioux" is the alignment between eye/look and gaze. 

This alignment might suggest mastery if not for a crucial restriction. Indians only 

see perfectly within the wide open spaces, their own territory and home ground. The 
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gaze is attributed to Indians with the limitation that they see nothing at all within 

"civilization," predominantly the terrain of whites. 

After Walking Coyote and O'Meara are bound by the young Indians, the old 

army scout knows that their fate is sealed. He challenges the Indians to try the "run 

of the arrow" on them. This run is a barefoot race against a group of chasing Sioux 

that is virtually impossible to win. The two prisoners face a forced choice. Either 

they will be tortured to death or they must participate in a game that holds only the 

slimmest theoretical promise of escape. In practice, they will die either way. 

Walking Coyote's physical condition is so terrible that he in fact does die during the 

run. But O'Meara is the first in living memory to survive the race with the help of 

Yellow Moccasin (Sarita Montiel), who hides him from the Sioux warriors. He is 

then accepted as a member of the tribe by chief Blue Buffalo (Charles Bronson). In 

a conversation with the chief, O'Meara says he considers his heart and nation Sioux. 

He himself regards it as ultimate proof of his acceptance that some time later the 

Sioux appoint him as their scout. Commissioned by the Sioux, O'Meara will accom

pany white soldiers to a place within Sioux territory where the soldiers can build 

a fort. 

Events take an unexpected turn when his former war enemy lieutenant 

Driscoll (Ralph Meeker) commands the designated area be changed. While the sol

diers are building the fort, O'Meara shows up with a white flag as the 

representative of the Sioux. He attempts to negotiate with Driscoll and his men and 

warns them of an Indian attack. O'Meara tells them that the Sioux have already 

assembled for battle. Driscoll is not impressed since his look-out says that there are 

no Indians within sight - to which O'Meara responds: "When you can't see them, 

you are looking at them." 

This quotation, a slight variation upon Walking Coyote's phrase, can once 

again be read as employing the Lacanian distinction between look and gaze. 

O'Meara's words highlight the blurred vision of the white man, to whom the Indian 

appears as a stain in the picture, impossible to see. Since the white soldiers are 

trapped within the symbolic, they are only situated at the site of the look, not of the 

gaze. They cannot plainly see what there is to see. Driscoll refuses to take the 

limitations of vision to heart and ignores O'Meara's negotiation. The Sioux then in 

fact attack, and a heated battle results. O'Meara himself has been knocked down 

onto the ground, while an American soldier lies over him. When O'Meara rises, still 

a bit dizzy, we see a subjective shot, internally focalized by the main protagonist. 

The camera swings unsteadily and produces blurry contours. At the very moment 

that the Sioux prove their physical superiority over the whites, O'Meara's view is as 

limited as that of any ordinary white man. He thought himself a Sioux but he is not 

endowed with the gaze. He cannot see clearly how the action evolves; his vision 
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becomes completely clouded. If the gaze is what is "in the Sioux more than a Sioux," 

then O'Meara lacks the surplus that is supposed to define an Indian. 

The subjective shot already anticipates the ending of the film. The Sioux have 

made Driscoll their captive and want to skin the lieutenant alive. While chief Blue 

Buffalo's face is without expression, O'Meara looks distressed, then shoots Driscoll 

in the head in order to save him from further torture. According to Yellow 

Moccasin, O'Meara's premature execution of Driscoll reveals what the Sioux them

selves already knew: he is not a Sioux for he was not born one. O'Meara could 

delude himself that he was an Indian insofar as the Sioux fitted into the white frame 

of the "noble savage." The Sioux in turn encompass this frame, however, by proving 

both their physical superiority in battle and their sadistic brutality towards 

prisoners. O'Meara's vision is blurred during the fight, as is visualized by the sub

jective shot that shows only vague contours of the battle. He cannot see how the 

Sioux defeat the white solders. When lieutenant Driscoll is cruelly tortured, 

O'Meara cannot bear to watch in contrast to the Indians themselves. After he has 

shot Driscoll, Yellow Moccasin remarks that O'Meara no longer addresses the Sioux 

as "we" but as "they." O'Meara acknowledges the difference, and returns to the tribe 

of "stars and stripes." 

In Run of the Arrow, the white hero is ultimately incapable of "seeing 

differently" (Silverman, Threshold 227). That is, he is both literally and figuratively 

unable to see the Sioux when they do not conform to his presupposed idea about 

"noble savages." The distance delineated between Indians and the white hero by the 

blurred subjective shot is eventually discovered by O'Meara as well. Realizing that 

he cannot bridge this distance, he cannot see the Sioux differently, he leaves. Just 

then, the words "The end of this story can only be written by you" are printed on the 

screen in large red letters. These final words of the film can be regarded as an 

appeal to the spectator to see differently. O'Meara could not bridge the distance 

separating white and Indian but you, spectator, should give it a try. 

Despite their obvious differences, The Searchers and Run of the Arrow are 

similar in constructing whiteness as an obstacle to a "genuine" encounter with the 

Indian. In The Searchers, racial difference is conceived as an unbridgeable gap 

between white man and red other. The Comanches are initially feared as total 

others. The white man's imagination about Indian savagery, however, is but a step 

to his own excessive imitation of the perceived Indian habit of scalping. In this vio

lent act, Ethan meets the Indian as his internally repressed "other." In Ford's west

ern, whiteness does not delineate difference but signifies excessive resemblance. 

Fuller's Run of the Arrow can be read in tandem with Ford's western, 

because it reveals the other side of the coin. The white infantryman O'Meara 

initially labored under the delusion that his rebellious impulse equaled the Indians' 

nature. Racial difference was regarded by O'Meara as a gap between white and red 
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that seemed easy to bridge. As a white man he only had to shake off his civilized 

upbringing and to adopt the habits of the noble savages, subjects presumed 

ignorant regarding the corruption of civilization. Run of the. Arrow demonstrates that 

the Indians, subjects assumed to lack adequate knowledge and insight, were not 

fooled; rather, the white man fooled himself. Out of courtesy toward him, the Sioux 

gave him the benefit of the doubt. They tolerated him as a white man who believed 

himself to be a Sioux. In this western, whiteness initially appears to function as a 

blank page, able to be manipulated at will. Since the white hero acts as if he lacks a 

fixed identity, he seems able to assimilate himself with the racial other. Despite the 

good intentions of the white hero and Indians to meet each other on common 

ground, however, they fully realize that their racial differences are too much bur

dened with history. Whiteness turns out to be an obstacle for a "genuine" en

counter with the Indian, since the histories of white and red are embedded in rela

tions of power. O'Meara thought he could impose the already fixed imagery of noble 

savagery upon the Sioux, but he was blind to that which escapes the fixity of any 

stereotyped image. 

In Run of the. Arrow, whiteness is a signifier for the impossibility of becoming 

an Indian. In The Searchers, whiteness is a signifier for the fear of overtaking the 

Indian. The encounter between white and non-white is in both westerns 

constitutively marked by failure, caught in a deadlock. The white man identifies 

with the other either too much (in The Searchers) or not enough (in Run of the 

Arrow). 

Absolute versus Almost-Complete Other 

"The White Negro" and the two fifties western films have a common denominator. 

They articulate white male outlawry in a period ruled by the standard of white-col

lar domesticity. Correspondingly, they all propagate non-conformity at a time when 

a conformist attitude is historically prescribed. The differences between Mailer's 

text and the westerns are more telling, however. Already in its title, "The White 

Negro" promises a fruitful encounter between white and black, in which white and 

black catch up with each other. Mailer's ambitious account of the hipster is 

thwarted by a blind spot: he bypasses the problem that his marriage proposal is a 

form of appropriating fashionable (projected) "Negro" identity. By contrast, in the 

two western films whiteness itself is exposed as an insurmountable psychic obsta

cle for an encounter between white and Indian. I will argue that the issue of a sup

posed balance (in Mailer's essay) versus an exposed imbalance (in westerns) is inter

woven with the white man's choice of racial other. It does matter after all whether a 

black man or an Indian man functions as the white man's inverted image of other

ness because of the different histories in which black and Indian are embedded. 

The figure of the black man is rooted in a long history of being overpowered, 
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fully played out in colonial practices (Africa) and the politics of slavery (America). 

For many generations, white Americans have seen black people in ways that legiti

mize this politics. To them, blacks belong to an imported race from the "heart of 

darkness." Their origin from the so-called dark continent has contributed to an 

emphasis on the "fixity" of the black man's image as the embodiment of "rampant 

sexuality" (Bhabha, "Other Question" 328). In its turn, this stereotype justified 

blacks' position as (house)slaves: to make the black man the "most obedient" (328) 

of all people was an appropriate way for whites to keep the assumed dirtiness of 

sexuality in control. Hence, the schism within the white attitude towards the black 

man transforms into a vicious circled he has to be subordinated to counter his sup

posed sexual prowess, whereas his low social position contributes to the story of 

sexuality's repression in Western culture. 

In his essay, Mailer refers to, indeed parasites, the image of the "Negro's" 

sexuality and cultivates its assumed filth to scare off white conformists. Apart from 

his intention to create a white counter-culture, his essay reflects the pronounced 

invisibility ofthat which most basically, anatomically, defines a white man as a man: 

his sexual organ. As the Afro-Caribbean critic Frantz Fanon forcefully states, in con

trast to the invisibility of the white man's penis, the black man is defined and fixed 

by the image of his organ: "The Negro . . . is a penis" (170). An anonymous greeting 

card described by Kobena Mercer elaborates the way this fixity is sustained. 

Although Mercer discusses the greeting card within a specifically gay cultural con

text of the eighties in which it was exchanged and circulated, I want to recall the 

card for the way it invokes stereotypes of black sexuality. The greeting card depicts 

a black man in a business suit that has clearly visible creases around his crotch. The 

caption alongside the photo says: "Everything you ever heard about black men . . ." 

When unfolding the card the black man's large-sized penis is revealed with the text: 

"is TRUE!" (Mercer, "Skin" 194-95, ellipsis in original). 

The greeting card emphasizes how the black man is maneuvered into a sta

ble identity position via penile references. In his essay, Mailer profits from this sta

bility. In his descriptions of the "Negro" he aligns himself with the black man. 

Telling about the celebrated other as his role model, Mailer incorporates his own 

sexuality into the story of white male identity without actually displaying his sexu

ality. The black man does the job of providing him with a powerful penile, and thus 

masculine, image. But Mailer does not merge completely with the black man; he is 

only a "white Negro" after all. In contrast to the black man who is pinned down into 

a specific subject position, Mailer's whiteness saves him from fixity. Unlike the 

black man, the white writer is not associated exclusively with sexuality but also with 

its displacement or repression which can manifest itself in the form of ("high") cul

ture. Applied to Mailer, the greeting card's text might resonate in a slightly rewrit

ten version: "Everything you ever heard about white men . . . may not be true!" 
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More than an apparent weakness, such instability may turn out to be the 

"ideological strength" of white men (DiPiero, "White Men" 133). In "The White 

Negro" white masculinity is constructed as the soul mate to the black man's sexu

ality but without the latter's fixity. The white man can benefit from his unstable 

identity; though he appropriates the desired characteristics of the other, he can easi

ly distance himself from the black man when needed. Unlike the "Negro" who is 

willy-nilly committed to the stereotype of sexuality by virtue of his skin color, the 

hipster can take up as well as abandon his négritude at will. In other words, the 

white rebel can release himself from the "dirty" stain of (black) sexuality as it suits 

him. If the white rebel can unproblematically shed the black man's heritage, it is not 

because sexuality in itself is no problem for the white man but because the fixity of 

the stereotype of black sexuality is not his concern. Should he need to, the white 

man can hide in invisibility whereas the black man is always-already present within 

the white imagination in the form of a synecdoche, namely his penis. For the latter, 

there is no escape route. For the white man, however, his self-constructed align

ment with high culture prevents him from being determined by the mere image of 

(black) sexuality. 

The case is somewhat different when the Indian functions as the other of the 

white American man. Imported from Africa to work as slaves, black people were 

"total others" from the perspective of Americans. The Indians, on the contrary, have 

always shared a certain sameness with white Americans. Consequently, I would 

label them "almost-complete others." After the birth of the United States in 1776, 

white pioneers emphasized a number of similarities to the natives in order to dis

sociate themselves from Europeans and to articulate their American-ness (Lemaire 

215-16). During the nineteenth century Indians came to occupy the status of neigh

bor-other to Americans. Those white Americans living near the frontier predomi

nantly considered Indians a direct threat and distinct enemy. By means of both 

treaties and military force white Euro-Americans robbed the Indians of their home 

ground, euphemistically legitimized as the "progress of civilization." 

Since their military threat has been neutralized, Indians no longer embody 

the present but only the present-ness of the past. They always were racial others but 

now they have also been historically othered since their native soil has been 

appropriated by white Americans. Here we touch upon a fundamental difference 

between blacks and Indians within the context of white American masculinity. 

Whereas blacks will always remain an imported other, perceived by white 

Americans as involuntarily "invading" their culture, Indians are valued more 

positively thanks to their status as vanishing compatriots. 

An encounter between whites and Indians as they once were is always-

already evaded, barred by temporal distance. This distance increases white 

Americans' fascination with what Indians are fantasized as being: kind and noble 
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primitives. Their pacification is accompanied by a nostalgia for "the last of. . ." and 

evokes compassion with them as brutalized victims of white American aggression. 

As vanishing red Americans, they sustain white imaginings of what is presumed to 

be typical of Indians. Next to bruteness they also embody the spirit of communality 

(in contrast to whites' competitive individualism). Their vanishing is 

commensurate with attempts to capture their "Indian-ness" - including, as O'Meara 

fantasized in Run of the Arrow pride, nobility, and communality - now conceived as 

regrettably lost qualities that once characterized American identity. In this respect, 

these qualities constitute the reverse side of the split, white American identity - the 

repressed content that always returns. 

Unlike a black and white encounter, a search for the Indian is always a way 

of "going native" for the white American man. Fuller's Run of the Arrow provides a 

pregnant example. O'Meara goes West because he believes the Indians have 

preserved what (Southern) Americans have sacrificed in the Civil War, that is, their 

pride. Hence, he hopes to meet the Indians as the very embodiments of unyielding 

warriorship. The Indians are still too much of an other and O'Meara cannot become 

like them. Contrary to his expectations, O'Meara does not share enough similarities 

with the Indians to appropriate their assets. The strategy in The Searchers is 

different. During the act of scalping, the white man imitates stereotypes of the 

other's savagery. In taking the scalp of another man's victim, however, he trans

gresses the (presumed) Indian habit: the white hero goes too far and risks 

overtaking the other. At this point, he confronts the Indian as his own internal 

other, which can be paraphrased as: "I am more like him than I had expected to be." 

The white American can never completely expel the Indian within him. Ford's film 

is of interest because it testifies to this unfinished expulsion. 

Conclusion 

The Indian has not been discussed as Indian but as a stand-in for a non-white other. 

By examining the encounter between white and Indian I wondered what westerns 

had to say, not about the Indian but about constructions of whiteness within con

texts of contemporary racial debates. The interracial encounter is constitutively 

marked by a distance. This gap is impossible to bridge in both John Ford's The 

Searchers and Samuel Fuller's Run of the Arrow. The hero identifies too much with 

the other as presumed savage or he cannot identify enough with the Indian's sup

posed nobility. 

By exploring these failed encounters between white and red, these films can 

be seen as commenting on the rebellious interracial marriage in Norman Mailer's 

"The White Negro." Like the two western films, Mailer's essay articulates a white 

masculine maladjustment to social norms. The essay emphasizes white male 

outlawry by not only celebrating but also parasiting black men's (stereotyped) sexu-
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ality: the association generates the trope of the "white Negro." The two western 

films, by contrast, lay bare the impossibility of becoming a "white Indian." Mailer 

might have learned from these two fifties westerns that the concept of the "white 

Negro" could easily become enmeshed in either excessive or insufficient imitation 

of the other. For Mailer, there are no specific conditions separating him from black 

men: there is a difference in skin color but this does not function as a barrier to 

cross-fertilization between black and white. The two westerns point out that a white 

man cannot go native under all and any conditions. A white man is always-already 

stained by the culture from which he originates. The white heroes come to this 

insight via the Indians who are more connected to their home ground than the 

whites are. 

In Ford's and Fuller's western films the Indians symbolize the limit or stum

bling block to a model of constructing white masculinity via completely assimilating 

the other. In contrast to Mailer's "Negro," an outsider within American culture, 

rooted in a tradition of slavery, Indians can fulfil the role of limit because their 

presence confronts white Americans with the frailty of notions like native and 

"original" cultural identity. With the vanishing of the red/native American, a kernel 

of what makes white Americans "Americans" is lost forever. The presence of 

Indians works as a reminder of this unreachable kernel, since to Americans Indians 

are others who are, to quote an expression by Homi Bhabha, "almost total but not 

quite" ("Of Mimicry" 132). 


