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- Abstract

* In 1990 and 1992, the Academy Award for the Best Motion Picture of the year was won
by movies belonging to the Western genre: Dances With Wolves, and Unforgiven. Recent

~work on the Western claims that these achievements and the flood of new Westerns dating - -

“from the late 1980s up to the present signal a renaissance of the genre within the film
- industry, and among critics and the public. The notion of a revival has attached to it the
idea of a preceding lapse, when a movie genre is “out of fashion”. The lapse experienced
by the Western beginning in the mid-1970s has a clear parallel in the late 1920s, when the
trade press announced the demise of the genre. The aim of this thesis is to argue that
- these periods of lull in the popularity of the Western are tied to historical events that
directly undermined the ideological base of American thought and culture. A principal
aspect of that ideological base is the American Myth of the Frontier. In the 1930s the
myth was challenged by the Great Depression, and in the 1960s and 1970s, the Civil
Rights Movement, Women’s Liberation and Vietnam. In the latter era, an entire
generation of young men, raised in the ‘Golden era’ of the Western when the frontier myth
gained its widest currency, were inspired to charge into battle 9,000 miles from America’s
shores for a victory that was sanctioned by the past. The tragic consequences of that war
exacerbated the failure of that national narrative of triumph, and as the most dominant
vehicle of frontier mythology, the Western correspondingly encountered an obstacle to its
popular reception. This present volume locates expressions of popular culture as
barometers of the performance of myth. It has, as its subject, an account of the route via
which the Myth of the Frontier was repaired, by focusing primarily on the gaps prior to the
myth’s re-emergence. The gaps identified are episodes when myth loses its dehistoricizing
function, when the frontier becomes a moment in the past that has no relevance for the
present. An examination of how historical memory is disabled through the movies reveals
the pervasiveness and continued significance of the frontier myth to America’s self-image.

Prior histories of the Western observe moments of the genre’s resurgence, but
this thesis adds to the field of criticism in its exploration of the possible reasons underlying
the restoration of its popularity. This is achieved through an analysis of the various genres
to which the frontier myth migrates after the ‘A’ Western ceases to be an outlet for its
discourse. The Gangster film, ‘B’ Western and Vietnam War movie are such surfaces of
emergence. Part of the originality of this work, for example, is the research on the ‘B’
Westerns directed by Joseph Kane and starring Gene Autry. The gaps in the history of the
Western are thus viewed positively as having the utility for comprehending the relationship
between the Western genre and the frontier myth. After the introductory chapters which
discuss the concepts of genre, myth and the Western, this thesis analyses the centrality of
the historical events that challenged expressions of frontier mythology in the two periods
identified and the process through which that history is mediated, reconstructed and finally
replaced. '



- Preface

Kansas. The late 1880s. A time when lawmen were killers,
outlaws were heroes and a bad reputation was good as gold.
It is eleven years since outlaw William Munny (Clint
Eastwood) laid down his gun and retired. But times are
hard. His wife is dead, his young children hungry and his
farm stock dwindling with fever. At this low point he is
visited by The Schofield Kid who is looking for a partner to
help him gun down a couple of cowboys and collect a
bounty.

Who better than celebrated gunfighter William Munny?

1993 Warner Home Video gloss for Unforgiven

The 1990 Academy Award for the Best Motion Picture of the year went to Dances With
Wolves, with Kevin Costner obtaining the award for Best Director of the same film. The
movie garnered 12 Oscar nominations, winning seven. Two years later in the 1992 Award
ceremony, the same two Oscars were to go to Unforgiven, with the award for the
category of ‘Best Director’ going to Clint Eastwood. Unforgiven won a total of four
Oscars. What is both apparent and unusual about the above is that Dances With Wolves
and Unforgiven are Westerns. Prior to these two movies, other nominated and Oscar
winning Westerns of note include: Stagecoach, nominated for seven awards in 1939,
including Best Picture, winning two; The Ox-Bow Incident nominated for Best Picture in
1943; in 1952 High Noon acquired seven nominations including Best Picture, winning four
of the awards; Shane nominated for Best Picture in 1953 with four other nominations; in
1963 How The West was Won got seven nominations including Best Picture, winning three
awards; John Wayne won the Best Actor Oscar for True Grit in 1969, the film gaining one

other nomination.! One observation that can be made from this list is the absence of
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Westerns meeting the Oscar standard after the late sixties. The winning of Oscars by
Westerns again in the nineties is unusual for a variety of reasons, the most significant of
which being the dwindling popularity experienced by the Western genre after 1972. This
phenomenon, recorded by Phil Hardy in his Encyclopedia of The Western, has traditionally
been aligned with contemporaneous events associated with Vietnam.

The Hollywood Western reached a peak of popularity and preeminence from 1969
to 1972, with an average release by American producers of 24 Westerns a year. This
number was drastically reduced from 1977 to 1982, with an average of only 4 releases.?
The approximate ten-year silence that ensued from the mid-1970’s to the mid-1980’s
relates closely to the political, social, economic and historical contexts in which the
Westerns are situated. These contexts significantly influenced the popular reception of the
genre. Changes and movements wrought by the Great Depression, the Civil Rights
Agenda, the rise of Feminism, and the Vietnam War initiated an unprecedented
questioning and de-stabilizing of the assumptions that constitute the ideological base of
the movie Western.  The persecution of ‘Otherness’, a fundamental requisite of the
Frontier Myth, and the Western’s image of the American Hero as a solitary white male
became the focus of much condemnation in the light of the revision of America’s history
as a union of ethnic groups.

In the early 1990s, however, the movie Western showed positive signs of revival,
marked by the successes of such Westerns as the two Young Guns (1988, 1990),
Lonesome Dove, Dances with Wolves (1990), The Last of the Mohicans, Unforgiven
(1992), Tombstone (1993), Bad Girls, Maverick, The Cowboy Way (1994), and The
Quick and the Dead (1995). This repair of the Western had previously been attempted
three times since 1970; the initial efforts at revival, however, failed to generate the
sustained investment or continuous production in the form that would constitute an active

movie genre.’ The more substantial achievement of this fourth attempt suggests a
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- corresponding restitution of frontier mythology in the American imagination; the Western
is, without question, the dominant surface in which discourses of the myth emerge.

In 1893 Frederick Jackson Turner delivered in Chicago an address that was to
commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of America. This
paper, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History”, would have a great impact
- in academic circles, and is widely acknowledged as a key source in understanding
America’s frontier myth. Turner’s concerns revolved around the wilderness, with Indians
existing at the periphery of his notion of progress.* The Turner thesis is essentially one of
an advance into an uninhabited continent. However, in popular culture, the confrontation
with the figure of the Indian savage gained precedence: Richard White exemplifies this
argument in considering the influence of “Buffalo Bill” Cody’s Wild West shows, where
narratives of Indian conflict and conquest were presented to much broader audiences.
White’s contention is that the West of the imagination is one more rooted in Buffalo Bill
than in Turner.® Such an endeavour is also demonstrated in the work of Richard Slotkin,
whose seminal volume Regeneration Through Violence argued unequivocally that the
American character was ineluctably linked to the extermination of a savage Other.

This thesis is greatly indebted to Slotkin’s examination of American history and
definition of myth. Nonetheless, it departs to some exent from his interpretation of the
dynamic that exists between myth and popular culture. Slotkin’s perception of the
Western as a genre of mythic expression assumes a direct translation of the myth into
cinematic terms.® He equates the frontier myth and the Western via an emphasis on their
narrative forms. A more complex ideological framework may be acquired in utilizing
Michel Foucault’s concept of discourse and Marxist conceptions of base and
superstructure. In this instance, the Myth of the Frontier appears in surfaces of
emergence; the superstructure of the myth is constituted by a variety of discourses that
articulate its central tenets. The Western, for example, is a surface of emergence in which

the discourse is in a narrative form. The discourse also occurs in surfaces that are less
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based on narrative: Turner’s Thesis, Thomas Jefferson’s writings, the rhetoric of John
Fitzgerald Kennedy, Ronald Reagan and other American presidents and politicians are
examples of this. Discourses of the myth can also migrate to narrative expressions other
than the Western. This process can be seen as evidence of a diachronic change in the myth
when responding to moments of social crisis. The mythic discourse is no longer possible
through the vehicle of the Western genre when it is in opposition to the provision of
cultural verisimilitude. Steve Neale’s provocative distinction between verisimilitude and
reality supplies the theoretical foundation of this argument.

The thesis is divided into three parts, and organized around two major lapses in the
popular reception of movie Westerns: the “gunfighter gaps”. Part I consists of the
introductory section and establishes the main concerns of the project: illustrating the
dominant terms and assumptions of the study as a whole. Chapter 1 discusses the notion
of genre, chapter 2 the Myth of the Frontier, an essential component of any study of the
Western, and chapter 3 looks at the Western in the context of the Classical Hollywood
Cinema. Following the introductory chapters, the book takes up the interaction between
significant movements in the reception of the Western and the shifting socio-economic
backgroundsin which they are situated. Part II focuses on the 1930s and analyses the
centrality of the Depression in the ‘A’ Western’s temporary demise. The three chapters
discuss the migration of frontier discourse to the Gangster formula and the ‘B’ Western,
with particular emphasis on the role of censorship, the documentary motive, and the
assimilation of the white ethnic. The section ends with a consideration of the ‘B’
Westerns made by Republic Studios, directed by Joseph Kane, and starring Gene Autry.
It attempts to correct the traditional bias towards the ‘A’ budget products of the major
studios, and suggests the possibility that the ‘B’ movie offers legitimate spaces for
ideological negotiation.

The last section begins by looking at the social upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s

and the instrumentality of the Vietnam War in this second undermining of the frontier



myth, where the Western virtually disappears from the genre map. The repair of the myth
is witnessed in stages, from an incomplete enunciation in the first wave of Vietnam War
movies to Oliver Stone’s trilogy where the narrative of victory emerges intact; mythic and
cultural verisimilitude co-exist. The cowboy persona of Kevin Costner is explored, along
with the notion that he fulfills the capacity of a post-revisionist Westerner. Though
Eastwood is mentioned in this preface his movies tend to transcend generic notions of the
Western. Paul Smith, in his exhaustive study Clint Eastwood: A Cultural Production, is at
pains to certify that Unforgiven is endowed with the status of art.” The predilection that
this thesis has towards the generic over the artistic is explained in the first chapter. The
Eastwood Westerns are not discussed primarily because of their detachment from the
Hollywood Western genre, a quality that can initially be attributed to the direction of
Sergio Leone. The influence of Leone leads to a representation of the genre that exists
outside of the moral universe of the traditional Western. The Italian Westerns occupy a
space that is at one remove away from discourses of frontier mythology: they are, in a
literal sense, discourses about these discourses. Thus Christopher Frayling’s critical study
Spaghetti Westerns: Cowboys and Europeans from Karl May to Sergio Leone
productively examines the relationship between the European Western and the American
version, while this thesis gives special emphasis to the relationship between the American
Western and American history and myth. The Westerns I subject to close analyses reflect
the differing concerns and arguments of each section.

In “The Adventures of the Frontier in the Twentieth Century”, Patricia Nelson
Limerick cites a “colorful” definition of the closing of the Turnerian frontier: historian
Paula Petrik reported that when the frontier phase passed, the prostitutes in Helena,
Montana lost their independence to men who took control of their earnings. Limerick is
led to the conclusion that “the frontier ends when the pimps come to town.”® Though on
a more sombre note, the closing of the movie Western frontier is also susceptible to

Turnerian dimensions -- the gaps identified conform to episodes when myth loses its
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~ dehistoricizing function, when the frontier becomes a moment in the past. The tools of its .
incapacitation are historical events that challenge and ultimately replace the frontier myth’s
version of the past, such that the myth forfeits its relevance for the present time. An
examination of the ideological spaces that inhere before the re-opening of the movie
- Western frontier is thus vital in understanding the persistence of myth, and its ability to

substitute historical memory with a new past in which it is always germane.
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1 The Western and Hollywood’s Classic Era
“An Art Form for Connoisseurs”’

Genre space is also mythic space: a pseudo-historical (or pseudo-real)
setting that is powerfully associated with stories and concerns rooted in a
culture’s myth/ideological tradition. It is also a setting in which the
concrete work of contemporary myth-making is done.  This is
particularly true of the Western, whose roots go deeper into the
American cultural past than those of any other movie genre.?

Richard Slotkin

In Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction, Richard Maltby describes Hollywood as a
generic cinema.’> Contemporary genre criticism postulates that genres consist not only
of films, but “also, and equally, of specific systems of expectation and hypothesis which
spectators bring with them fo the cinema, and which interact with films themselves
during the course of the viewing process”.* Steve Neale writes of genres as having a
“process-like nature” evident as an interaction between three levels: “the level of
expectation, the level of the generic corpus, and the level of the ‘rules’ or norms’ that
govern both.” The activity of the spectator is a notion that is rejected in Dwight
Macdonald’s denunci'ationk of the mass culture spectator as a “passive consumer” but
present in the first clause of this definition of genre.® Acknowledging the link between

the audience and the genre movie facilitates a comprehension of Slotkin’s claim that



generic space can be “powerfully associated with stories and concerns rooted in a
culture’s myth/ideological tradition”. As the film viewer is an intrinsic part of the
pfocess by which a genre movie may achieve any degree of popularity, and also how that
popularity may be sustained, it follows that a prevailing genre can have associations with
the fundamental beliefs collectively held by audiences.

Richard Dyer’s article on “Entertainment and Utopia” perceives entertainment as
a temporary answer to the inadequacies of society.” The table of categories that he
provides relates to the more superficial and immediate desires of the audience: energy,
abundance, intensity, ‘tfansparency and community. Dyer does make the qualification
that class, race, and sexual caste are omitted in his paradigm as they are “denied validity
as problems by the dominant (bourgeois, white, male) ideology of society.” These gaps
in Dyer’s ‘utopian senéibility’ are particularly significant in their relation to the American
mythological traditioh. The ideals of entertainment can only fulfil the wants that
capitalism itself promises to meet -- “entertainment provides alternatives fo capitalism
which will be provided by capitalism.”® However, when the problems of class, race and
sexual caste gain a dominance that overpowers the alternatives that capitalism can
provide, then the alternatives offered become inadequate. The issues of race and sexual
caste, for example, were highlighted by the Civil Rights and Feminist movements in the
1960s. It is arguable that after that decade entertainment was forced, at least
momentarily, to ‘addréss these issues as constituting the legitimate inadequacies of
people in society. Tﬁus the utopian solution of “community” cannot meet the social
tension caused by “fragmentation” when the communal interests offered only avail to
those who are white, and the solution of “intensity” is overwhelmed by that of

“dreariness” when activity is reserved only for those who are male. This partially



explains the appearance of movie Westerns in the early 1970s that compensate to some
extent for the increased recognition of these needs by alterations in the genre -- the
Vietnam Westerns, for example, are notably more critical of the notion of white
supremacy than their predecessors. The social aspects of class, race and sexual caste are
fundamental to American frontier mythology: the Western hero breaking the democratic
code in being more equal than his fellow Americans, the requisite of a racial Other, and
the prominence of a central figure who is male. The instability of these three notions
creates fissures in the myth that signal its irrelevance, and the myth undergoes changes in
response to the confemporaneous fissures it attempts to mend. As described in the
opening quote from Slotkin, the genre film as a receptacle for myth functions as “a
setting in which the ,cohcrete work of contemporary myth-méking is done.” The generic
space that has rétairiéd its relevance as entertainment would thus appear to have a
mythic agenda of seéking to seal the gaps of class, sex and race. In doing so the changes
in myth are registered and negotiated.

Formula, as opposed to genre, is more directly linked to the discrete elements
associated with the cbmposition of the genre movie. John G. Cawelti’s Adventure,
Mystery, and Ro)naﬁée: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture begins with the
study of literary fornriﬁlas. The literary formula is a useful base from which one may
ascertain the components of a film formula, though these latter components would
include certain baspéctsv not available in the former, sound and visual effects being
obvious examples. vC:awe]ti defines formula as “a structure of narrative or dramatic

" Formula is a

conventions employed in a great number of individual works.
combination of two separate entities: narrative and convention. Patterns of convention

are usually specific to a particular culture and period, and may be interpreted differently



outside this specific context.® The nineteenth-century formulaic relation between
blondness and sexual purity, for example, would not be pertinent in the twentieth-
century, which has a different formula for blondes; Richard Dyer’s documentation of
The Dumb Blonde Stereotype serves to illustrate the ascent of this more recent formula
using the film personas of Jean Harlow, Alice Faye, Betty Grable and Marilyn Monroe. !
The second aspect of formula, that of narrative, refers to patterns of plot. Plot patterns,
distinct from patterns of convention, are not necessarily limited to a specific culture or
period. They seem to represent story-types whose popularity transcends the boundaries
of culture and time, almost Jungian in their universal appeal. A popular story-type such
as the Western empléys both components of the formula. The creation of a Western
entails the usage of conventional images and symbols of cowboys, pioneers, outlaws,
saloons and frontier tbwns, along with cultural archetypes or themes such as law and
order versus outlawry, and nature versus civilization. Formula and genre, however, are
for Cawelti not two distinct properties as I have made them out to be but two phases of
an evolutionary procééé. In his opinion, “a formulaic pattern will be in existence for a
considerable period of time before it is conceived of by its creators and audience as a
genre.”'2 He exemplivﬁ‘e.s this observation by looking at the Western, stating that though
the Western formula was already clearly defined in the nineteenth century, it was not
until the twentieth céntﬁry that the Western was consciously conceived of as a distinct
literary and cinematic‘ genre. Cawelti’s evolutionary linkage of genre and formula
actually illuminates the basic difference I have discussed. Unlike formula, genre includes
the activity of the spectator; it is a conception by both “its creators and audience” of the
“specific systems of expectation and hypothesis which spectators bring with them to the

cinema, and which interact with films themselves during the course of the viewing



process”. This conception does not form a necessary part of the formulaic pattern: “a
formulaic pattern” can be in existence for “a considerable period of time before it is
conceived of by its creators and audience as a genre”.

A central tenet of Hollywood film production was to standardize formulas whose
appeal had already been verified by positive audience response -- as the business of
movie production developed, experimentation steadily gave way to standardization as a
matter of fundamental economics, with the goal of reaching as massive an audience as
possible.”® The move towards standardization was also influenced by the arrival of
sound: despite the American cinema’s great silent era success, the arrival of sound was
responsible for an unprecedented peak in narrative and commercial efficiency.
Hollywood movies “tA)e.(v:ame more “American”, suggests Robert Ray, with localized
accents drawing fréxﬁ the aural resources of the United States: “Cagney’s New Yorkese
complementing Cooper’s Western laconism, Hepburn’s high-toned Connecticut broad
a’s matching Jean Aftﬁur’s Texas Drawl.”** The universalized mime of the silent era
was replaced by a new indigenous acting style that encouraged a reformulation of the
American Cinema afound more traditionally American preoccupations. = More
significantly, movieé became a site for American mythology: the myths of American
culture found a setting in the standard narratives that generated audience appeal.
Cawelti’s definition of literary formulas here consolidates an understanding of the
mythmaking function Slotkin attributes to genre. The patterns of convention and
narrative in the vWestérn genre, for example, are determined by the mythology of the
frontier: the conventidn of associating the Indian Other with evil and the narrative
requisite of an extermination of the Other are factors deeply entrenched in the Myth.

Movies were also produced not in-creative or cultural isolation but by a collective



system which relied upon certain narrative traditions (or conventions) in designing for a
mass market. The goal of maximizing profit dictated that formulas which have proved
successful are recyclgd and systematically delivered to the audience. These formulas
contain similar elements with variations which differentiate one from the other. The
formulas themselves are subject to change and adaptation, in accordance with the needs
raised by the social climate and thus in order to be financially viable. One such formula
is embodied by the Western genre.

Before focusing specifically on the Western, however, it is necessary to
investigate the shared social function of genres and the ideological import they possess.
Two instrumental factbrs serving as guiding principles in the generic inception are the
economic motive and the political agenda. It follows that the mass audience viewing the
movies woﬁld havé aCSigniﬁcant part to play in the shaping of these two motives -- its
role being integrai m the development of genres that resonate with the myths of

American culture.

The Economic Motive: Standardization and Innovation during the Studio Era

There is no question that the American film industry was an instance of the
economic system of ;:;pitalism. The producers of film were, and still are, united in the
single aim of ‘rvnanufaéturing films to make a profit. Between 1915 and 1930 the
Hollywood studibé ﬁéd standardized, and hence economized virtually every aspect of
film production. 1 This mode of production, roughly lasting from 1930 through to 1960
(Hollywood’s “classic era”) has been characterized as a factory system, with the studios

operating to mass produce and mass distribute movies. The employment of a mass-



production system, as the most efficient and economical work arrangement possible,
facilitates profit maximization. A requisite of mass production is that of standardization.
In comparing commercial filmmaking with concurrent US business practices, Janet

Staiger traces the move towards full standardization after the Civil War:

The advantages of standardization -- facilitation of economies of production,
research and design; minimization of engineering problems; reduction of costs
of patterns, retooling, carrying large stocks, labor retraining, and accounting --
eventually began to outweigh its disadvantages. . .Prime movers in the trend
were engineers and efficiency experts who created an institutional discourse
about standardization in their technical journals, societies, textbooks, and
handbooks. . .The federal bureau gave the State’s blessing to standardization

and supplied national rather than state guidelines.'®

Hollywood production practices mirrored the capitalist mode of production for the same
advantages acquired via standardization -- the movement toward uniformity not only
allowed for econorhies of scale but also created a level of excellence that, once
established, became a’ goal to be attained.” Thomas Schatz estimates that as
approximately 400 to 700 movies were released per year during Hollywood’s classic era,
the process of filmic conventionalization was being continuously refined with time
pressures stimulating é return to standard American narratives. The established story
formulas were the result of a systematic honing of cinematic enunciation into narrative
conventions with a pfo{ren record of appeal. In support of his conclusions Schatz refers
to the Motion Pictufe Association of America’s classification of subject matter in 1950,
where it was indidaféd that over 60% of all Hollywood productions were either
Westerns (27%), f;rime/ detective films (20%), romantic comedies (11%) or musicals

(4%), and that roughly 90% fell into some pre-established classification (mystery/ spy,



war, etc.).”® The conveﬂtionalization of these narratives has origins that extend to an
earlier period.

By the mid-twenties all the major studios had close relations with finance capital.
Though it has not yet been established either that the major finance capital houses
exerted any direct influence over production policies, or that production policies
changed significantly because of the involvement of finance capital, it has been argued
that the commerciality of the American Cinema was intensified when by 1936,
Hollywood’s major studios came under the financial control of either Morgan or
Rockerfeller interest, with this concentration encouraging a homogenized product and
the repetition of a few basic patterns.'” However, finance capital could only exert this
influence indirectly, as it was mostly involved with the real estate of exhibition. In 1939,
Lewis Jacob’s The Rise of the American Film popularised the idea formulated by F.D.
Klingender and Stuart Legg, that the Morgan and Rockerfeller banking interests had
virtual control over the major film companies with the introduction of sound. However
though the Morgan and Rockerfeller banking groups financed the wiring of the nation’s
theatres and the construction of sound studios in Hollywood to a large extent, their
“virtual control” over the film companies was illusory. Tino Balio cites Robert Sklar’s
summary of the revisionist accounts that focus on corporate hegemony: it is not so
important “who owns the movie companies but who manages them” *

The economic motive did, howéver, determine trends of studio production, and
correspondingly, the trends of cinematic expression. The classical film can be
subdivided into genres: narrative cinematic expressions that became standard narrative
traditions through their repeated usage and corresponding audience recognition. Genres

developed by the Hollywood studio system comprised the vast majority of the most



popular and profitable productions for the length of the studio era, with this trend
continuing even after its dissolution. This narrative economy and subsequent
standardization did not result in dull or mediocre products. The desirable aspects of the
films were repeated and audiences found pleasure in their repetition, an example of
which are the conflicts that are continuously addressed and resolved. This aspect is
probably the most basic determining feature of all genres. Schatz describes the

oppositional narrative strategy of genre films in the following:

establishment (via various narrative and iconographic cues) of the generic
community with its inherent dramatic conflicts;

animation of these conflicts through the actions and attitudes of the genre’s
constellation of characters;

intensification of the conflict by means of conventional situations and
dramatic confrontations until the conflict reaches crisis proportions;

resolution of the crisis in a fashion which eliminates the physical and/or

ideological threat and thereby celebrates the (temporarily) well-ordered

community.*!
The genre film’s plot thus traces the intensification of some cultural opposition which is
eventually resolved in a predictable fashion. Through this narrative context, the cultural
function of genre films are evident: they appear to portray society in a stable and
invariable ideological position. Although the resolution of conflict is a reason for the
sustained popularity of genres, that continuing popularity is also an indication of the
essentially unresolvable and irreconcilable nature of those oppositions. The resolution
provided by genre films does not solve the basic cultural conflict; the conflict is often
recast into another context where it no longer presents an immediate problem. A basic
conflict of the Western, Detective and Gangster genres, for example, is that of

individualism versus the common good. This conflict dissipates temporarily in the



Western hero’s fading into the sunset, the detective’s return to his office to await
another case, and the gangster’s violent death. The individual hero is safe from the
compromising of his individuality, while at the same time, values of social integration are
kept intact. The opposing values are both deemed significant -- neither is morally
elevated in comparison with the other -- and the fundamental (American) ideological
precepts of conflict, contradiction and ambiguity are celebrated.”? The genre film retains
its popularity as long as the conflicts it addresses remain pertinent to society. Tino Balio
provides the rationale that Hollywood should not be condemned for concentrating on
the production of escapist fare: any proposal actually to solve a social problem would
not only carry a political liability and fragment the audience, it would also open the
industry to the charge of manufacturing propaganda.”® The preservation from such a
charge through the concentration on escapist fare does, however, enable a
communication of ideology that is more difficult to detect.

The emphasis on standardization did not make for entirely uniform products.
Innovation, within restricted bounds, was also part of the economic principle. A
competitive method relied upon to encourage repeated consumption was the promotion
of difference between products. Neale stresses the financial advantages of an aesthetic
regime based on regulated difference, where films are aesthetic commodities that

24

demand a degree of novelty and difference from one another.”® Maltby lists eighteen

types of genre as enumerated by one 1942 survey by the Motion Picture Research

Bureau®:

Comedies: sophisticated comedies
slapstick comedies
family life comedies
musical comedies
“just” comedies
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War pictures

Mystery, horror pictures

Historicals, biographies

Fantasies

Western pictures

Gangster and G-Men pictures

Serious dramas

Love stories, romantic pictures

Socially significant pictures

Adventure, action pictures

Musicals (serious)

Child star pictures

(Wild) animal pictures
The overlapping nature of this classification suggests that genres are not mutually
exclusive categories: they possess shared features and are discernible from one another
in the differing ways those features are combined.?® This product differentiation is also
closely linked to variations in public taste, with the aim of accommodating the interests
of the largest possible audience.

Innovation and differentiation also occurred amongst films within the same
genre. A widely-quoted classification of the Western, for example, may be found in the
writings of Frank Gruber -- he observes seven basic types of Westerns: the railway story,
the ranch story, the cattle empire story, the revenge story, the cavalry versus the Indians
story, the outlaw story, and the marshal or ‘law and order’ story. Philip French provides
a different typology: the ‘Epic Western’, ‘Sur-Western®”, ‘Adult Western’, ‘Satirical
Western’, ‘Comedy Western’, ‘Chamber Western’, ‘Liberal Western’, ‘Sociological
Western’, ‘Realistic Western’, ‘Anti-Western’, ‘Psychological Western’, ‘Allegorical
Western’, ‘Spaghetti Western’ and ‘Paella Western’.® As the ‘Anti-Western’ and
‘Satirical Western’ might suggest, though genre films appear to be bound by systems of

rules, an individual genre movie could very well transgress those rules when

differentiating itself from the other films within the same genre. Though recent film
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criticism has tended to elevate the value of works that transgress norms, this
transgression of the generic norm does not in any way diminish the importance of the

formula constituting the genre.

Genre and the Constitution of Pleasure

In The Fantastic, Tzvetan Todorov disputes the claim that it is possible to reject the
notion of literary genres from the point of aesthetics, for “the work of art is unique,
valuable because of what is original about it that distinguishes it from all other works,
and not because of whatever in it may resemble them.”® Critical approaches that treat
films as isolated texts reject film genres for the same reason. Laura Mulvey’s Visual and
Other Pleasures attempts to “make way for a total negation of the ease and plenitude of
the narrative fiction film” with an alternative “thrill that comes from leaving the past
behind without simply rejecting it, transcending oppressive forms, and daring to break

30 However, her notion of pleasure as a

with normal pleasurable expectations.
composite of scopophilia and narcissisim -- the first a function of “sexual instincts” and
the second of “ego libido” -- is morally dubious and overemphasizes the sexual. With
this definition of pleasure the cinematic experience is paramount to an act of sexual
transgression. Kristin Thompson’s explanation of the Neoformalist method of film
analysis with “defamiliarization” being the “general neoformalist term for the basic

purpose of art in our lives” is less Freudian but seems to reach the same conclusion

about film genres, for she goes on to elaborate that:

Defamiliarization must be present for an object to function for the spectator as

art. . .Automization may nearly wipe out the defamiliarizing capacities of
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ordinary, unoriginal artworks, such as B westerns. Such ordinary works tend
not to defamiliarize the conventions of their genre of classical Hollywood

filmmaking*'

She does qualify this statement. Thompson contends that “even an unoriginal genre film
is, in its subject matter, minimally different from other, similar films. . .it is slightly
defamiliarizing in its use of nature and history”.

The function of a genre film, however, is not primarily one of defamiliarization,
or as Mulvey would have it, the “pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual
stimulation through sight”*> Any single Western movie must be set against the
collective ‘universe of Westerns’ in order that its full significance may be appreciated.
In Men, Women and Chainsaws, Carol Clover observes that genre is a field in which
there is in some sense no original, no “real or right” texts, but only variants. Therefore,
“the meaning of the individual example lies outside itself’. Though Clover applies this
observation mainly to the horror film, it is also equally relevant to the Western. A
particular Western may have original features, but its status as a member of a genre lies
in the way it delivers the cliché: what Clover terms “the art of rendition or performance”
that is “understood as such by a competent audience”.*> Robert Warshow’s comment
that the Western is an “art form for connoisseurs” echoes this emphasis on the delivery
or rendition of the cliché, and the understanding of an audience that is competent to
notice and derive pleasure from minor variations on the same theme. The cliché is
always present; for example the conflict between civilization and the wilderness in the

Western. The differing ways that the cliché is delivered are the variations that audiences

notice, and add to their existing genre baggage.
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James B. Twitchell recommends an “ethnological approach” to generic films, in
which “the various stories are analyzed as if no one individual telling really mattered. . .
You search for what is stable and repeated; you neglect what is “artistic” and “original”,
tracing the migration of images to the audience, and understanding why these images

have been “crucial enough to pass along.”**

Richard Slotkin sees this “passing along” of
images being carried out through a set of “mnemonic cues”, images which invite the
viewer to associate with other images of a similar kind previously acquired from the
same genre. The images arise from what Robin Wood has called “the personal dreams
of their makers and the collective dreams of their audiences”, “the fusion made possible
by the shared structures of a common ideology.”** These mnemonic cues raise movie-
images from being mere documents of action, endowing visual narrative with the
metaphoric resonance achieved in printed literature.*® Unforgiven, for example, depends
on its heritage of scenes from past Westerns for a sense of nostalgia and an
understanding of its ironies, in the same way that Milton’s Paradise Lost gains depth
and resonance from the King James Bible. Quoting a description by Andrew Britton on

the topic of the horror movie, Clover sees this process of generic association as the

source of pleasure provided by the genre film:

It became obvious at a very early stage that every spectator knew exactly what
the film was going to do at every point, even down to the order in which it
would dispose of its various characters, and the screening was accompanied
by something in the nature of a running commentary in which each dramatic
move was excitedly broadcast some minutes before it was actually made. The
film’s total predictablility did not create boredom or disappointment. On the
contrary, the predictability was clearly the main source of pleasure, and the
only occasion for disappointment would have been a modulation of the

Jormula, not a repetition of it. Everyone had parted with his or her four
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bucks in the complete confidence that Hell Night was a known quantity, and
that it would do nothing essentially different from any of its predecessors.
Everyone could guess what would happen, and it did happen.*’

My Emphasis

Britton’s conclusion is that the highly ritualised and formulaic characteristic is “the most
striking feature of the contemporary entertainment film”. Neale’s “Questions of Genre”
looks into the “generically verisimilitudinous” elements of film, and pits these elements
against what is considered as cultural verisimilitude to discover how films attract
audiences. He derives these two broad types of verisimilitude from the writing of

Tzvetan Todorov, where neither type equates directly to ‘reality’:

If we study the discussions bequeathed us by the past, we realize that a work
is said to have verisimilitude in relation to two chief kinds of norms. The first
is what we call rules of genre: for a work to be said to have verisimilitude, it
must conform to these rules. In certain periods, a comedy is judged ‘probable’
only if, in the last act, the characters are discovered to be near relations. A
sentimental novel will be probable if its outcome consists in the marriage of
hero and heroine, if virtue is rewarded and vice punished. Verisimilitude,
taken in this sense, designates the work’s relation to literary discourse: more
exactly, to certain of the latter’s subdivisions, which form a genre.

But there exists another verisimilitude, which has been taken even
more frequently for a relation with reality. Aristotle, however, has already
perceived that the verisimilar is not a relation between discourse and its
referent (the relation of truth), but between discourse and what its readers
believe is true. The relation is here established between the work and a
scattered discourse that in part belongs to each of the individuals of a society
but of which none may claim ownership; in other words, to public opinion.
The latter is of course not ‘reality’ but merely a further discourse, independent

of the work.*®
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Neale reaches the conclusion that it is often the generically verisimilitudinous ingredients
of a film, those which are often least compatible with regimes of cultural verisimilitude
that attract audiences to the film in the first place, and that constitute the film’s pleasure.
The fact that these generic regimes of verisimilitude can transgress and ignore social and
cultural regimes is important in ascertaining the function of genres as a site of
ideological negotiation.

In the context of the generic inception, the variations that existed were a
technological development aimed at fulfilling Hollywood’s central tenet of producing
efficient entertainment. Audience participation was encouraged and essential in the
economic exchange with filmmakers at the box-office, and the minimization of audience
effort (or lack of defamiliarization) was more economically effective precisely because it
was, at the time, what audiences demanded. The artistic or aesthetic value of the movie
was not as economically influential as the reaffirmation of individual and collective
beliefs provided by genre films during the studio era. Maltby puts it succinctly in the

following;:

Hollywood sought to minimize its audience’s effort both because it was
economically more effective for it to do so, and because that was what it
presumed its audience wanted. . .The development of Hollywood’s fictional
conventions were a gradual process, conducted progressively in film after
film, and took the form of an economic dialogue between filmmakers and
audience at the box-office. Innovations in form and content were negotiated
by their financial success or lack of it; a crude mechanism of consultation, but

a mechanism nevertheless.*
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Though the Supreme Court’s decision on the “Paramount Case” of 1948 had the effect
of liberating filmmakers from formulaic productions, the movie genres were by that time
firmly established, and served as norms which retained their importance even if the bulk
of films that came later sought to defamiliarize the conventions that bound them. Ray
claims that the movies of Hollywood’s Classic Period, which were mostly generic in
style, are “the single most important body of films in the history of cinema, the one that
set the terms by which all movies, made before or after, would be seen”. He uses the

following statistics to support this claim:

(From 1930-1945) the movies averaged 80 million in weekly attendance, a
sum representing more than half of the U.S. population of the time. . .the
movies attracted 83 cents of every U.S. dollar spent on recreation.

. . .By also dominating the international market, the American Cinema insured
that for the vast majority of the audience, both here and abroad, Hollywood’s
Classic Period films would establish the definition of the medium itself, *°

For Schatz, the defamiliarization of conventions that followed constituted the end of a
cycle of the generic evolution, when audiences were saturated with the genre’s
straightforward messages. Schatz’s model of evolutionary development has already
raised many objections, notably by Alan Williams*' and, at greater length, Tag Gallagher,

who takes exception to Schatz’s “specious argument” that “‘classic’ Westerns are simple

and naive”*?. The theoretical aspect of Williams’ disapproval is pertinent here:

Note that Schatz locates this shift of opacity within individual genres, such that
a ‘new’ genre in the 1980s would have to go through a ‘classical’ stage before

evolving into a self-conscious formalism. It is not the filmmaking system or the
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social context that has changed, but the genres that have evolved. (In my

opinion, this is clearly wrong.)®

The self-conscious formalism of Westerns in the style of Sam Peckinpah has been seen
to herald the end of the Western*, however, this saturation needs to be seen in the
socio-historical context of changing ideological beliefs, with movements such as the rise
of feminism and the Vietnam War questioning the Western’s ideological foundations.
Thus a re-instatement of or reversal to the previous ideology in the original social
context, as this thesis will later elaborate, could also correspondingly alter the cycle with
a movement towards transparency.

Schatz’s generic progression from straightforward narration to a more self-
conscious formalism and a final loss of popularity .does not undermine the value of the

45

initial generic norm.” Todorov asserts that even in the case of works that transgress

generic norms, genre remains important:

For there to be a transgression, the norm must be apparent. Moreover, it is
doubtful that contemporary literature is entirely exempt from generic
distinctions; it is only that these distinctions no longer correspond to the
notions bequeathed by the literary theories of the past. . .failing to recognize
the existence of genres is equivalent to claiming that a literary work does not
bear any relationship to already existing works. Genres are precisely those
relay points by which the work assumes a relation with the universe of

literature.*

The close relationship of genres and social ideology that is overlooked in Schatz’s
approach to genres, in how deviations from the norm are an economic response to

shifting ideological beliefs, will be developed in subsequent chapters.
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The Political Agenda : Myth and Conservatism

The commerciality of American cinema dictated a filmmaking that would consistently
deploy the basic ideologies and myths of American culture for the sake of a regular
audience.*’ Hollywood’s movies had communicated myths and ideologies before the
1930s, but it was after the thirties that the potential of this mythmaking function was
more fully realized. The influences fostering an emphasis on a mythological/ ideological
product can be traced to events taking place during Hollywood’s Classic Period,
principally the Depression and World War II. Robert Sklar explains how these two

factors facilitated a re-assertion of fundamental American beliefs:

. .moviemakers (in the 1930’s) were aware in a more sophisticated way of
(the cinema’s) mythmaking powers, responsibilities and opportunities. Among
intellectuals and in centers of political power, the importance of cultural myths
to social stability was a seriously debated topic. The Depression had shaken
some of the oldest and strongest American Cultural myths, particularly the
middle-class homilies about the virtues of deferred gratification and assurance
that hard work and perseverance would bring success. . . .The widespread
doubt about traditional American myths threatened to become a dangerous
political weakness. In politics, industry and the media there were men and
women. . . who saw the necessity, almost as a patriotic duty, to revitalize and

refashion a cultural mythology.*®

From the outset, that mythology was deliberately traditional and hence politically
conservative: Hollywood film legitimated dominant institutions and traditional values,

obliquely responding to challenges against American ideals with either repression or
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displacement. The strategy of repression is discussed by Maltby in “The Production
Code and the Hays Office.” In the article Maltby argues persuasively for the
importance of the Code as a force for ideological conservatism, where the criticism of
moral viciousness in the early 1930s is accommodated by “a system of representation
acceptable both to the industry and to the cultural authorities it deferred.”*® According
to Maltby this system was enabled by codes of representation that allowed for both
“innocence” and “sophistication” to be derived from the film text, without violating the
limits of public acceptability. In “Anatomy of a Proletarian Film: Warner’s Marked
Woman”, Charles Eckert investigates the American cinema’s tactic of displacement.
Though the sources of Marked Woman (a topical proletariat-oriented gangster film) are
in class conflict, the expression of conflict in the film is displaced by conversion into
conflicts of a surrogate nature: ethical, regional, and life-style.’’ The tactic of
displacement is basic in the American cinema’s conservative response to challenges to
the status quo. This form of cultural responsiveness lasted until the 1960s, when
dominant myths and values were questioned and more critical stylistic and thematic
modés were adopted by the moviemakers.

Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner list the traditional American institutions and
values legitimized by Hollywood cinema prior to the sixties. These included:
“individualism (with its emphasis on self-reliance and its distrust of government),
capitalism (with its values of competition, upward mobility, and the survival of the
fittest), patriarchy (with its privileging of men and its positioning of women in a
secondary social role),” and “racism (with its unequal partitioning of social power)”.*?
Ideological legitimization was achieved through Hollywood’s representational

conventions, formally and thematically. —They mention narrative closure, image
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continuity, character identification, sequential editing, dramatic motivation and shot
centering as some of the formal conventions employed in presenting an objective view of
events while actually projecting a subjective point of view.”® The formal conventions of
genre films provide what seems to be a neutral recording of events in automizing the
signs of cinematic artificiality. This automization is achieved with repeated viewings of
films within the same genre. In a musical where a character bursts into a song and dance
routine on roller skates while being chased by the police (Gene Kelly in /t’s Always Fair
Weather) for example, the audience would not find this surprising or outside of reality;
the reality constructed by the musical formula encompasses and naturalizes such events.
This singing is a component of Neale’s generic verisimilitude. The thematic conventions
of Hollywood films legitimize social values and institutions in linking them to its
apparent presentation of what is probable in reality. These values and institutions
become seemingly natural and self-evident attributes of an unchanging world; the status
quo is preserved and perpetuated. The thematic conventions include heroic male
adventure, romantic quest, female melodrama, redemptive violence, and racial
stereotyping.>  Ryan and Kellner’s analysis is, however, too simplistic in its
endorsement of a model of film reception that renders the spectator a mere victim of
ideological manipulation. The problem, as discussed in the following section, lies in

their conception of verisimilitude.

Marxist and Constructivist Theories of Audience Participation

Aligning the Hollywood production mode to that of a factory system does not account

for more specific individual deviations from the norm, but a broad perspective is initially
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necessary in observing what was common and pervasive during the studio era, and in
ascertaining the elements constituting a genre. A criterion that the neoformalist
approach adopts in singling out the most valuable work is that it defamiliarizes the
conventions established by previous art works, and this underscores the value of the
norm. It is also through a consideration of the general nature of Hollywood’s
production system that we might determine its social significance. The factory analogy
with film as commodity and the importance accrued to the economic motive echoes the
Marxist view that Hollywood is a slave to the profit system, blindly reproducing the
dominant ideology of bourgeois capitalism.>> The following is an oft-cited passage in

support of this notion:

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e., the class
which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling
intellectual force. The class which has the means of material production at its
disposal has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so
that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of

mental production are subject to it.*

Ray posits that the determinedly commercial nature of the American movie business and
its financial servitude to the powerful eastern banks insured that Hollywood’s
elaborations of American mythology would proceed according to the Marxist
ideologically censoring standards above. While I would accept an essentially Marxist
analysis of the relationship between the ownership of means of production and ideology
in relation to the Hollywood cinema, I would hesitate in identifying with Marxist-
influenced analyses that view the audience as necessarily passive, blindly absorbing the

ideology of the bourgeois film producers.
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A paradigm that places greater emphasis on active audience engagement and
thus complements this model of communication is David Bordwell’s assumption of a
Constructivist theory of psychological activity. According to Constructivist theory,
perceiving and thinking are active, goal-oriented processes: “the organism constructs a
perceptual judgement on the basis of nonconscious inferences.””’ Inference making is
dependent upon two sources, conclusions drawn on the basis of perceptual input, and
sensory data primarily determined by expeétation, background knowledge, problem-
solving processes, and other cognitive operations. Perception becomes a process of
active hypothesis making -- these perceptual hypotheses are confirmed or disconfirmed
at different stages, with the cycle of perceptual-cognitive activity explaining the ongoing,
revisionist nature of perception. The spectator comes to the film “already tuned,
prepared to focus energies towards story construction and to apply sets of schemata

"8 in essence, Neale’s “level of

derived from context and prior experience
expectation”. This paradigm envisions a relationship between viewer and film medium
whereby the former is no longer a victim or dupe of narrational illusion-making, but an
active participant in that process.

A Constructivist theory of audience participation appears to be at odds with

Ryan and Kellner’s understanding of genre film reception, which more closely fits the

Marxist perspective of cinema:

Genres depend on receptive audiences who are willing to grant credibility to
the conventions of the genre to the extent that those conventions become
invisible. Once that is accomplished the generic illusion can assume the
character of verisimilitude. It no longer seems to be constituted through the
manipulation of coded formulae. A certain occlusion of rhetoric and
convention, therefore, is crucial to the transmission of ideological beliefs to the

audience.”
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The nature of the genre film as an effective tool of ideological manipulation, arising from
an “occlusion of rhetoric and convention” would imply that the audience exists as mere
victims of ideology. Much of the conflict lies in the definition of verisimilitude, which
Neale has (as mentioned previously) not aligned with ‘reality’. In the example quoted
above, the distinct concepts of generic and cultural verisimilitude have been condensed
to mean simply cultural verisimilitude, and this narrowed interpretation of verisimilitude
is then equated with realism. Thus Ryan and Kellner propose a model of communication
whereby the audience’s enjoyment of what is generically verisimilitudinous becomes
evidence that they are duped into believing that the “generic illusion” is “verisimilitude/
(reality)”’. This is obviously a mistake. Referring back to a previous example, this
would mean that Gene Kelly’s bursting into song, a generically verisimilitudinous
element found in musicals, would lead to audiences deluding themselves into thinking
that this is a natural occurrence in reality, and that the bourgeois film producers enforced
this delusion upon them. It would be difficult to ascertain how the bourgeois film
producers would benefit from this instance of ideological manipulation.

Though ideological beliefs are transmitted, they are not indifferently produced or
consumed. To minimize the commercial risk, Hollywood filmmakers could pose issues
only in terms that did not overtly contravene the bounds set by the prevailing ideology,
while audiences participated in collectively responding to and isolating formulas it found
satisfying and entertaining. These formulas were granted credibility, and their
conventions attained both generic and cultural verisimilitude with the willing cooperation
of the viewers. The character of generic verisimilitude is also not static but dynamic. In

fact, the pleasures of what Warshow has called “connoisseurship” is an active
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recognition of variation among generic conventions. The variation that occurs is in this
instance synchronic, while changes in cultural verisimilitude tend to be more diachronic -
- this distinction will be made more apparent in the third chapter.

The Constructivist approach to audience involvement would gel with the idea of
capitalistic procedures influencing the generic inception, for the spectator makes
inferences from the background data he or she has accumulated from past viewings and
applies them in forming hypotheses about the new film. Cawelti’s research on generic
transformations in movies of the 1960s exemplifies this point. The production of
laughter in the famous campfire scene in Mel Brook’s Blazing Saddles is based on
background data which stipulates that when cowboys sit around a blazing campfire at
night, mournful and lyrical cowboy ballads will be performed. However, in Brook’s
Western, the audience is treated with “an escalating barrage of flatulence.”® The
variation in the formula results from an assumption that audiences are familiar enough
with this particular element of the Western formula to appreciate a greater complexity in
its treatment -- in this case the hypothesis would invoive the recognition that the
sequence is a burlesque of the traditional Western campfire scene, and the result is
laughter. This example has a basically humourous thrust, but as Cawelti has noted, the
most powerful generic variations of the 1960s and 1970s (such as in Bonnie and Clyde
[1967], The Wild Bunch [1968], and The Godfather [1972]) tend more toward tragedy
in their overall structures.®'

Innovations in the generic formula were negotiated by their financial
performance, and audiences formed an integral part of that contract. It might be more
feasible to move from a theory of Marxist domination as expounded by Ryan and

Kellner to a Gramscian notion of hegemony. While one strand of Marxism posits the
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dominant culture as perpetrators of ideological mystification in a closed system of ruling
class manipulation, or false consciousness, the Gramscian model allows for the creation
of counterhegemonies: hegemonic cultures, depending on the historical context, exist in
an open system where the capability for resistance flourishes and may lead to the
creation of counterhegemonic alternatives. According to Gramsci, “the consent given by
the great masses of the population to the general direction imposed on social life by the
dominant fundamental group is achieved through legitimation, and caused by the
prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its

"2 In examining the relationship

position and function in the world of production.
between Hollywood and the ideology of the consensus, Maltby makes the initial

proposition that:

. . .while American cinema of the consensus may have established itself as a
hegemonic and unilateral system of communication, it did so not out of a
conscious or unconscious desire to impose a dominant ideology on its
audience, but with the active participation of that audience, which was also
maintained through its products. If Hollywood governed the perception of

their audiences, they did so with “the consent of the governed”.%

When dissent does arise -- and this is clearly shown by the performance (or lack of it) at
the box office -- then the problem is often located in the region of cultural verisimilitude.
For example, it would be difficult to convince the audience that America is a frontier
where riches can be regenerated in the light of a severely failing economy. This would
seem highly improbable. However it is important to note that even when the ideology of
the bourgeois film producers is accepted, it is achieved with the active consent of the

audience, rather than through a passive absorption.
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Will Wright and the Western’s legitimization of America’s Contemporary Economic

Institutions

The Western is an essentially conservative genre. A major component of the American
cultural ethos that it legitimized was that of capitalism. In Sixguns and Society, Will
Wright links the classical and professional plots of the movie Western to two significant
periods of economic organization: the competitive, market society existing prior to
World War II and the planned corporate economy that came later. His approach is a
synthesis of two main currents in the structuralist tradition: Lévi-Strauss’s structural
study of myth, and Vladmir Propp’s analysis of the Russian folktale.** Christopher
Frayling notes that this is a “(very) uneasy synthesis”, for the former is a synchronic,
ahistorical account, while the latter is an implicitly diachronic, historical account.®
Thus, as suggested by Maltby, “Wright’s structuralist version of myth is based on an
anthropological analysis expecting to decipher fixed and static narratives, and therefore
arguably not very well attuned to the nuances of frequent change”. Moreover, the links
that Wright develops between the Westerns and changes in American society are
historically inaccurate. However, it is this last inherent weakness -- the historical
inaccuracies -- in Wright’s model that furnishes its utility for this thesis.

The emergence of a market economy freed economic relations from the control
of socialvgoa]s and values. According to Karl Polanyi, “a market economy is an
economic system controlled, regulated, and directed by markets alone; order in the
production and distribution of goods is entrusted to this self-regulating mechanism.”*

This self-regulating mechanism was a historically new concept -- in previous societies,
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social relationships were governed by political and religious institutions, which
responded to social values and directed the economy in accordance with those values.
Conversely, in the market-oriented society, the exchange of land, labour and money is
now determined by the needs of the autonomous market, so that the market comes to
regulate the ordinary social relationships of the people.”” With this new economic
development the individual is no longer primarily a social being whose values were
derived from social interaction, but an autonomous being motivated by rampant self-
interest. Under capitalism, the legitimacy of traditional authority is lost and the
dominance of economic needs supersedes political goals. A conceptual conflict arises
between the values of bourgeois society and the institution of the market. The
institutions of capitalism were concerned with profit and production and directly
opposed the goals of bourgeois ideology which were founded on consensual norms that
stress freedom, equality, peace, and the theoretical availability of meaningful human
relationships.® Wright observes that as the American economy became market oriented,
classic Westerns promoted capitalism in addressing the dilemma of bourgeois values and
the values required by a self-regulating market and providing a resolution.

In the classical Western, Will Wright ascertains that the division between social
experience and the theories of a market economy corresponds to the moral distinction
between good and bad.® The opposition of market and society is displaced onto
another plane, that of a decent social market versus an individual exploitative market.
The villains represent unbridled market self-interest, the individualistic aspect of the
opposition. The settlers represent the social aspect. The hero is separate from society
but in his relationship with the settlers, the individual and group come to constitute the

morally positive social market. This is achieved in society’s final acceptance of the hero

28



when he defeats the villains and saves the society. When the hero is outside of society,
he, like the villain, is not approved of. However, in his acceptance he does not lose his
individuality: it is his independence and self-reliance that form an essential part of his
ability to aid society. The conflict between individualism (market economy) and society
is resolved in the stressing of individuality and its benefit to society.

The professional Westerns corresponded to the economic period of corporate
capitalism and legitimate its technocratic-elitist ideology. Corporate capitalism replaced
the individualistic self-reliant entrepreneur with a group of men each of whom
contributes information and skills to fulfil the requirements of special planning and
complex organization. Just as the idea of the autonomous, self-reliant individual was the
key image in the ideology of the free market, the image of a specialized man who works
in an elite group that possesses great power and seeks relatively arbitrary, technical,
goals is central to the ideology of corporate capitalism. The professional Westerns
corresponded to this change in ideology, as opposed to the single hero of classic
Westerns: “The professional group can accurately be called an elite body -- a group that
wields power, is restricted by status and is socially independent and self-contained, yet
utilizes and depends on social institutions.”™ The technocratic-elitist ideology was not

without its contradictions:

The dilemma of modern liberal-democratic theory is now apparent: it must
continue to use the assumptions of possessive individualism, at a time when
the structure of the market society no longer provides the necessary conditions
for deducing a valid theory of political obligation from those assumptions.
Liberal theory must continue to use the assumptions of possessive
individualism because they are factually accurate for our possessive market

societies.”
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The system of corporate capitalism insisted on the suppression of individuality -- the
individual in the corporate capitalist system identifies his goals with those of the
corporation, he is committed to the technical group even though its activities may not
agree with his values. The dilemma results from the conceptual need for an autonomous
individual in this context. As in the classical Westerns, this dilemma was addressed and
resolved in the process of legitimization found in the professional Westerns.

In the professional plot, the individuality of the hero is denied. Though the
individual exists, his individuality is redundant for it is no longer needed to protect
society from the villains. In fact, the individual versus society opposition is eroded as
society is bereft of values -- the individual has to establish a set of values to distinguish
himself from society and he does so by joining an elite group which acts according to
group values (loyalty, respect and friendship). What establishes the hero’s individuality
and separation from society is his membership in a group and this prevents us from
defining him as a true individual. It is thus the group that is separated from society. By
joining the group and accepting the values of technical proficiency, the individual is
shown to be superior to the dull and weak members of ordinary society.”” His
individuality is suppressed by his membership to a group, while he is shown to be
autonomous in his independence from society. Society recognizes each member of the
group as a specific individual, and each member’s unique contribution is also recognized
by the group.” |

From Will Wright’s analysis, we have witnessed how the function of the classical
and professional plots of Westerns was to legitimize the contemporary economic

institution in addressing the dilemmas that arose from the new economic development in
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its variation from the past, and providing a resolution. At this point it is necessary to
make a slight amendment to Wright’s paradigm; the classic and professional Westerns
that legitimized the respective market oriented and corporate capitalist economies
emerged after a significant time-lag, and not simultaneously. In his history of the United
States, Hugh Brogan notes that the change from a rural to market-oriented society
began after the Civil War -- with the dramatic transformation occurring between
Appomattox and the First World War.” Thus the classic Westerns were legitimizing in
the twentieth century that which had begun in the late nineteenth century. Moreover,
Frayling, in his thorough critique of the Will Wright model, also points out that the
change in American society from a market economy to a corporate economy did not
take place in the forty-year period (1930-1970) with which Wright is concerned.
Frayling suggests a substitution of changes within Hollywood for the shifting values of
society that Wright offers.” Instead of a simple substitution, it might be worthwhile to
consider that a dynamic exists between the changes within Hollywood and those that
occur outside of the institution -- the significance of the time-lag is thus in its suggestion
of a period of ideological negotiation before dilemmas could be effectively resolved in
the films. Taking into account this modification to Wright’s analysis, this thesis will
extend Wright’s paradigm to elucidate on how a time-lag between periods of a sharp
drop in popularity of Westerns and a later rise in popularity are also suggestive of
arbitration. The notion of generic space as a site of ideological negotiation is a
structuring principle that will be applied in the subsequent chapters. The next chapter
will discuss the Western genre in relation to the frontier myth: arguably the most
pervasive and dominant myth arising from America’s cultural past and confronting

America today.
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2 The Western and Frontier Mythology

Ideology Expressed in a Narrative

Myth expresses ideology in a narrative rather than a discursive or
argumentative structure. Its language is metaphorical and suggestive
rather than logical and analytical. The movement of a mythic narrative,
like that of any story, implies a theory of cause-and-effect and therefore a
theory of history (or even of cosmology); but these ideas are offered in a
form that disarms critical analysis by its appeal to the structures and
traditions of story-telling and the clichés of historical memory.’

Richard Slotkin

The Myth of the American Frontier, describing the pull of a vacant continent drawing
population westward through the passes of the Alleghenies, across the Mississippi
Valley, over the high plains and mountains of the Far West to the Pacific Coast, was
given its classic statement by Frederick Jackson Turner, in a paper on “The Significance
of the Frontier in American History” at the Chicago World’s Colombian Exposition in
1893.2 Earlier historians had emphasized European influences and colonial origins;
Turner’s essay was a polemic directed against two dominant schools of historians -- the
group headed by Hermann Edouard von Holst who interpreted American History in
terms of the slavery controversy and the group led by Herbert B. Adams of Johns

Hopkins (Turner’s former teacher) who explained American institutions as the

32



_outgrowth of English germs planted in the New World. The genesis of the frontier myth
can be traced back to Benjamin Rush around 1786, and it was grasped at least in part by
Crévecoeur, before him by Benjamin Franklin, subsequently by Emerson, Lincoln,
Whitman and a hundred others.?

The Myth of the Frontier may be placed in an intellectual tradition that sought to
explain Americanism. The significance of that explanation lies in its role in the forging
of national identity. The ideology expounded in the frontier myth grew to be an integral
part of national self-consciousness, with symbolism that became intelligible to a wide
section of the American public. The thrust of contradictions involving “the isolation of a
vast unexplored continent, the slow growth of social forms, the impact of unremitting
New England Puritanism obsessed with the cosmic struggle of good and evil, of the
elect and the damned, the clash of allegiances to Mother Country and New World” is
clear in the literary heritage of the romantic novel that springs from Fenimore Cooper,
moving through Hawthorne and Melville, Mark Twain and Henry James, Fitzgerald and
Faulkner, Hemingway and Mailer. However, for Americans raised in the middle
decades of the twentieth century, the most memorable images of the historical frontier
are not drawn from the pages of Turner, Francis Parkman, Owen Wister, or even these
literary successors. The images and ideas that the American public associated with the
West were drawn from the mﬁﬁc landscape of the Western movie.

Unlike other genre films, such as the gangster or detective movie, the musical
and suburban domestic comedy, and the combat film, the characteristic iconography,
material settings and historical references of the Western movie have pre-cinematic roots
that gain density, currency and ideological presence through their direct association with

the Myth of the Frontier.” Before exploring the extent of this association, it would be
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appropriate to consider first the intellectual tradition underlying the myth and how that
has shaped the conception of the West from which the Western movie draws its
referents. The notion of myth must initially be explicated, and its function investigated
in order to understand its role in the prevailing attraction of the Western genre.

A working definition of myth may be found in Slotkin’s Gunfighter Nation, the
last of three volumes that follow the historical development of the Myth of the Frontier
in American literary, popular, and political culture from the colonial period to the

present:

Myths are stories drawn from a society’s history that have acquired through
persistent usage the power of symbolizing that society’s ideology and of
dramatizing its moral consciousness -- with all the complexities and
contradictions that consciousness may contain. Over time, through frequent
retellings and deployments as a source of interpretive metaphors, the original
mythic story is increasingly conventionalized and abstracted until it is reduced
to a deeply encoded and resonant set of symbols. . .myth becomes (in this
form) a basic constituent of linguistic meaning and of the processes of both

personal and social “remembering.”

The decoding of a symbol would evoke an implicit understanding of the entire historical
scenario that belongs to it: for example, an allusion to “the Frontier” for an American
would involve the movement westwards and the conquest of the wilderness with its
Native American inhabitants. Revisionist histories explaining the settling of the West
later exposed the treachery and exploitation related to the scenario and undermined
conceptions of heroism attached to the myth. However, this historical invalidation needs
to be separated from the functional validity of myth -- Theodor H. Gaster, a modern

myth-ritualist and specialist in folklore of the Near East articulates the view that a
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mythic story might “be valid functionally. . .yet be invalid historically, or it might be
valid historically, yet be futile and inefficacious as a cultic recitation. Again, it might be
a genuine tradition, yet in itself fictitious, or conversely, it might relate an actual,
historical fact, yet be a modern product and no genuine traditional composition.”” The
events that shaped the genesis of frontier mythology are partially based on historical fact.

The Myth of the Frontier underwent changes in the course of historical
experience that resulted in the acquisition of a new mythology which blended old
formulas with contemporary ideas and concerns. A predominant concern of that
mythology was of an economic nature. This quality of myth -- its flexibility -- has been
noted by Th. P. Van Baaren in his work on myth as a relatively unchanging charter for
belief as opposed to a vehicle for the expression of cultural change. Baaren cites an
example from Borneo, where among the Dayaks a human sacrifice was required when
buildings were erected. When the Dutch government prohibited such sacrifices, the
myth of the foundation sacrifice altered such that the slave in the narrative was
transformed into a water buffalo. This change enabled the Dayaks to sacrifice a water
buffalo instead of a human being.® This plasticity is limited; the need for some form of a
sacrifice is still present. This limited flexibility is also a feature of the frontier myth and
will be explicated in sﬁbsequent chapters, where various substitutes take the place of the
Indian. The initial production of a set of cognate features on which a national
mythology could be built can be witnessed through a chronological observation of the
distinct phases of frontier expansion, and the shifting rhetoric of America’s politicians.
A distinction needs to be made at this point between the Myth of the Frontier and
discourses arising from, or ébout the myth. Eric Dardel, an ethnographer researching

the work of Maurice Leenhardt, was led to conclude that “myth projects far beyond the
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domain of narrative and even that of language” because narration, written or oral, “does

»® The narrative/ literary influences guiding the

not cover the whole extent of the mythic.
formation of the frontier myth is the subject of Slotkin’s monumental book Regeneration
Through Violence. His account, as quoted on the back cover, has been hailed by Ray
Allen Billington of 7he American Historical Review as definitive. The original
influences demonstrated by Slotkin are thus not the focus of this chapter. After
outlining the historical frontiers and events involved in the settling of America, the rest
of this chapter will devote itself to tracing the features of the Myth as they surface in the
political discourses of the time.

The first frontier was the transoceanic. It lasted through to the seventeenth
century and ended with the establishment of colonial settlements along the seaboard.
The second phase was the increase in population and extension of the rim of settlement
from the seaboard to the Alleghenies, in the process overcoming French and Indian
opposition and lasting until 1765. Between 1780 and 1800 Americans openedvthe trans-
Allegheny Frontier, and it was succeeded by the Mississippi Valley Frontier which was
initiated by Jefferson’s purchase of Louisiana. The Mexican Frontier was opened in the
1820s by American settlers in Texas, and the last “internal” Frontier (the area marked off
by the former Frontiers of the Mississippi and California) lasted from 1854 to the 1880s,
after which much of the land was settled or in productive use for mining and grazing.'
Differences separated each phase of frontier development but there remained the
recurrent phenomenon of sudden leaps forward of the frontier line. This reflected
dramatic new acquisitions of land or the sudden spread of settlement to undeveloped

regions. The special 'psychology of Frontier economics emerged out of the succession of

speculative booms and cyclical recessions (slow phases of apparent stagnation).
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The psychology of Frontier economics is apparent: the vital dynamic of the
frontier process prescribes that for the continuance of a good economic performance,
the frontier must always be extended. This extension of the frontier became a
fundamental requisite of the myth. W.A. Williams enunciates the logic behind this
feature when he writes : “given the marketplace-expansionist conception of reality, the

»ll

end of one frontier implied the need for a new frontier.””" Williams cites the earliest

explicit statement of the same argument from J.A. Kasson of Iowa:

We are rapidly utilizing the whole of our continental territory. . .We must turn

our eyes abroad, or they will soon look inward upon discontent.'?

As recessions would be directly associated with a stationary frontier, effort would be
applied to rectify the poor economic performance by new land acquisitions. This land
would be acquired from the Indians who occupied it.

The Indian Wars of the 1850s and 1860s were instrumental in contributing to
what Richard Drinnon has called “Indian-hating”, an essential component of the Myth.
Richard White divides the wars into three categories, those that raged on the Great
Plains and centred on American attempts to control Indian territory, those that
attempted to suppress Indian raiding, and the final group of wars with Indians who tried
to maintain their independence from American interference.”® The first category of wars
were the most bitterly fought, and spawned the Sand Creek and Washita massacres. It is
important to néte that the violence pervading the history of the American West was not
solely against the Indians. Conflict in the West also thrived among the WASP
Americans and those who were different from them in terms of race, ethnicity, class,

religion and other sectional loyalties, with the most significant battles mobilizing large
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groups of westerners (white, Chinese, Mexican and Indian) against each other.
However the violence is translated in the myth from social conflict to conflict of a

personal nature. Richard White provides a convincing explanation for this substitution:

Myth makes all conflict personal and resolves all conflict with violence. .
Explaining the bloody conflict in the West in terms of personal violence is
perhaps appealing to Americans because it allows them to escape asking
uncomfortable questions about social conflict. Despite the bloodletting of the
Civil War, nineteenth-century Americans took great pride in the ability of their
political rule of law, not in the rule of force or violence. Western myth, in
effect, validated the larger belief in a society of social peace. Violence
existed, the myth said, but the violence was personal, and it largely vanished
as society imposed law and order. But if, contrary to the myth, the social
order itself sometimes encouraged violence, then the easy reading of western
history as the imposition of peace and the rule of law upon a lawless and

violent land loses its meaning.'

From the historical events of the Indian wars and the hostility between whites and other
immigrant groups developed a myth in which a lone frontier hero would confront a
single Indian enemy in a climactic and individual battle.

The myth became a dominant influence in America’s political ideology, though
the most immediate concerns of the literary, ideological and political spokesmen of the
“American nation” Were not directly given to the frontier. Instead, their most urgent
concerns were given to the political economy of the Metropolis. However, statesmen
and settlers alike drew on the mythology of the Frontier as a platform on which future
Metropolitan centres would be erected.”

Qualities of the frontier myth tend to be revealed in the political discourse of the

American presidents, as they dealt with the most gripping issues of their time. In
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American political and historiographical debates since the 1890s, two strains of the
Frontier are identifiable: an “agrarian” Frontier and an “industrial” Frontier. An
investigation of the exchange of an old, domestic, agrarian frontier for a new frontier of
world power and industrial development would be useful in ascertaining how the frontier
myth grew to become a part of nascent national ideology and mythology, and how the

Myth adapts to contemporary needs."®

The Agrarian Frontier: Hector St. John Crévecoeur and Thomas Jefferson

The mythic conception of the West implanted in the imagination of nineteenth century
America was that of an agrarian utopia. In addition to charting elements of frontier
mythology, the significance of a discussion about the agrarian frontier lies also with the
changing image of the yeoman farmer. The idealized version of the yeoman as described
by Hector St. John de Crévecoeur was overtaken by the observations of Thomas
Jefferson, which were deemed closer to actuality. Jefferson’s yeoman exhibits qualities
that inexorably link him to the American frontier hero.

Henry Nash Smith provides an illuminating study of the rise and decline of the
conception of the West as an agrarian utopia. He ascertains that the myth of the garden
was already implicit in the iridescent eighteenth-century vision of continental American
Empire. Lewis Evané’s prediction of 1775 was that “Wealth and Power. . will naturally
arise from the Culture of so great an extent of good land, in a happy climate.”"” Other
visions of the future at this stage tended towards the establishment of an urban

commercial society. This vision of the future empire in the West is the subject of a
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poem written by Philip Freneau and Hugh Henry Brackenridge for their Princeton

commencement of 1771

and a line of kings,
High rais’d in glory, cities, palaces,

Fair domes on each long bay, sea, shore or stream. . .

Hoarse Niagara’s stream now roaring on

Thro’ woods and rocks and broken mountains torn,
In days remote far from their antient beds,

By some great monarch taught a better course,

Or cleared of cataracts shall flow beneath

Unnumbr’d boats and merchandize and men. . . .'®

Their vision of the future was reasonably accurate concerning the remote future of the
Middle West. There was, however, a long period of development to intervene during
which the West was devoted to agriculture, a fact on the plane of rational and
imaginative interpretation to emerge as an agrarian social theory. The materials for such
a theory were present from the 1750s in the writings of Benjamin Franklin. In the late
1780s, Franklin declared that “the great Business of the Continent. . . is Agriculture.
For one Artisan, or Merchant, I suppose, we have at least 100 Farmers, by far the

»

greatest part Cultivators of their own fertile lands. . .”. He saw the body of the nation

consisting of “industrious frugal farmers, inhabiting the interior Part of these states. .
» 19

The best known expositors of the agrarian philosophy in the generation after

Franklin were Hector St. John de Crévecoeur and Thomas Jefferson.
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During the 1780s and 1790s, Crevecoeur’s Letters From an American Farmer
were published and achieved great popularity. He took it for granted that American

society would expand indefinitely westward:

Many ages [he exclaimed] will not see the shores of our great lakes
replenished with inland nations, nor the unknown bounds of North America
entirely peopled. Who can tell how far it extends? Who can tell the millions

of men whom it will feed and contain? For no European foot has yet traveled
!20

half the extent of this mighty continent
The nature of this society, a majority of farmers (as with Franklin), was also explicit -~ it

was a society sustained by the soil:

What would we American farmers be without the distinct possession of that
soil? It feeds, it clothes. . .it has established all our rights; on it is founded our

rank, our freedom, our power as citizens, our inhabitants of such a district.”

Generally, society would be divided into three main sections: a fringe of backwoods
settlements, a central region of comfortable farms, and a region of growing wealth, cities
and social stratification to the East. Undesirable social conditions would persist in the
first and last sections, but the middle condition would offer opportunity for human virtue
and happiness. This literary discourse places further emphasis on the requisite for
westward expansion -- to maintain the integrity of the central area and accommodate the
expansion of the city, then the frontiers must continually be extended. The inhabitants of

the backwoods settlements are described in the following:
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When dischord, want of unity and friendship, when either drunkenness or
idleness prevail in such remote districts, contention, inactivity, and
wretchedness must ensue.  There are not the same remedies to these evils as
in a long-established community. . .

There men appear to be no better than carnivorous animals of a superior rank,
living on the flesh of wild animals when they can catch them, and when they
are not able, they subsist on grain. . .

There, remote from the power of example and check of shame, many families

exhibit the most hideous parts of our society.”

The equation of men at the frontier with bestial qualities and thus a corresponding
acculturation to the Indian was also to become intrinsic to the Myth. Crévecoeur
believed that in the simple agricultural communities comprising the bulk of the American
colonies equality of station, combined with a security that arose from the ownership of
property and the hope of increasing that property fosters a general sentiment of

benevolence.” The middle section is given this positive description:

Here everything would inspire the reflecting traveler with the most
philanthropic ideas; his imagination, instead of submitting to the painful and
useless retrospect of revolutions, desolations, and plagues, would, on the
contrary, widely spring forward to the anticipated fields of cultivation and
improvement, to the future extent of those generations which are to replenish

and embellish this boundless continent.**

The realm of the American farmer is a utopian district, freed from the Indian menace
(the “dreadful enemy”) of the remote backwoods settlements and the corruption of the
city.” In Crévecoeur’s paradigm, the significance of the cultivated land outweighs that
of the frontier, where confrontation with the Indian takes place. This confrontation is,

however, incipient in the agrarian myth of the frontier.
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The centrality of agriculture in the American economy and its status as a “growth
sector” in the 1790’s provided the rationale for Jefferson to identify agrarian enterprise
as the characteristic form that economic growth would take in the republic. The
Frontier, comprised of newly acquired lands, promises complete felicity, the satisfaction
of all demands and the reconciliation of all contradictions. Like Crévecoeur, in
Jefferson’s mythic terminology, the “city” is the symbolic place in which class conflicts
tend to become irreconcilable, and lead to despotism. The processes of commerce that
generate urban prosperity produce the very conditions of collapse, in creating separate
and antagonistic classes of the very rich and the very poor. The dependence of poor
upon rich, degrading in the best of times, may be converted by hard times into a basis for
extreme revolutionary behaviour.

Jefferson differed from Crévecoeur in his opposition to the character and the
ideology of the “yeoman farmer” -- a free individual, living on his own land, independent
of others for the necessaries of life yet depending on his fellow citizens (and society in
general) for protection, law, and civilized amenities. Jefferson saw that the yeoman in
actuality did not live up to this ideal: because the yeoman possesses a share of property
(and therefore of political power) he is a sturdy defender of property as an institution,
and of the social system that authorizes and sustains property holding. Because he is not
dependent on the rich for his subsistence, he is politically free; but because he acquiesces
in the social arrangement, he does not wish to challenge the wealth, standing or
authority of his “betters”.® Jefferson’s observations stemmed from his pre-occupation
with Republicanism and democracy. His fears were voiced by David Ramsay, who put
his finger on the discrepancy between American governments and the society they were

supposed to embody; despite the general commitment by the constitution-makers to “the
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propriety of a compound legislature” (the establishment of different houses of legislation
to introduce the influence of different interests and principles), “the mode of creating
two branches” in the American social environment proved to be “a matter of difficulty”.
Since in America “none were entitled to any rights, but such as were common to all,” the
framers of the constitutions could not “erect different orders of men” at the same time as
ensuring that “all government be ultimately in the hands of the people, whose right it
iS.”27

This problem regarding the unity of interests was exacerbated in the 1780s when
property was isolated as a distinct ingredient of the society that must be separately
embodied in the government. The emphasis now lay on “the different and discordant
interests existing in all societies”, the various groups and parties -- creditors, debtors,
farmers, manufacturers, merchants, professionals -- who would ‘for convenience’ all be
subsumed under “names, invented long ago, the democratic and aristocratic factions,” or
better, those who possess “the rights of persons” and those who possess “the rights of
property.”®® This rigid division between persons and property failed to distribute the
rights of the people justly aﬁd violated the homogeneity of interests on which
republicanism was based.

Consequently, instead of a national character composed of a community of placid
yeomen (as celebrated in Crévecoeur’s Letters) the society appeared to be filled with
inveterate grumblers. Among Americans, “the idea of inferiority, as of pursuing a mean
employment or occupation. . .mortifies the feelings, and joins the minds of those who
feel themselves inferior”. The people were “the offspring of envy and disappointed
ambition” possessed by “a general uneasiness”. “Every man wants to be a judge, a

justice, a sheriff, a deputy, or something else which will bring him a little money, or what
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is better, a little authority”.” Conversely, the point of “Andrew the Hebridean”,

Crévecoeur’s famous fable of the archetypal immigrant boy who finds success in the
New World®, is that prosperity may be found within the boundaries of civilization, and
that opportunity may be seized without excessive individualism and with a natural and

enlightened self-interest observed by all parties.’’  Crévecoeur writes:

All T wish to delineate is the progressive steps of a poor man, advancing from
indigence to ease, from oppression to freedom, from obscurity to contumely to
some degree of consequence -- not by virtue of any freaks of fortune, but by

the gradual operation of sobriety, honesty and emigration.*?

Andrew’s journey culminates when he is “independent and easy. . .unencumbered with
debts, services, rents, or any other dues; the successes of a campaign” for “the laurels of

M &

war, must be purchased at the dearest rate” “makes every cool, reflecting citizen to
tremble and shudder”. Crévecoeur concludes the tale on an advisory note: “By the
literal account heréunto annexed, you will easily be made acquainted with the happy
effects which constantly flow, in this country, from sobriety and industry, when united
with good land and freedom” *

Jefferson opposed this notion of the farmer because he saw that the men who
responded to agrarian expansion were different from Crévecoeur’s Andrew. These men
included ambitious cotton planters, land speculators and artisan-entrepreneurs who
aggressively exploited the opportunity of frontier windfall, motivated by self-interest and
calculated mostly for the short term. They were unlikely to be complaisant with the

established leaders of society (the representatives of civilization), or to adapt the

manners and morality of high culture. Thus in territorial expansions they proceeded with
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the dispossession of Indians without waiting for the justification by operations of Indian
policy, and risked interest-group conflict in their acquisition of financial success.*
Jefferson’s reaction to this new class became a blueprint for the character of the national
frontier hero and shifted the focus towards the relations between the border and the
wilderness. Crévecoeur, on the other hand, emphasised the internal relations that centre
on the world of the farmer. Jefferson placed greater attention on the population
inhabiting the borders and drew from the language of race to call them half-breeds, with
the implication that their character was savage or Indian-like, that they were white men

° With this development, the white-

who had deserted civilization for Indian ways.?
Indian opposition and the idea of acculturation was strengthened in the myth.

The opposition appeared to express historical conflict in simple and agreeable
terms, thus whatever the class, religious, or political differences within colonial or
Revolutionary society, the appearance of the Indian challenge evoked instant
appreciation of the fundamental common ground.*®* Though Jefferson opposed the
yeoman ideal, the agrarian myth and the ideal of yeoman society continued to flourish

well into the 1850s. This ideology of the yeoman farmer is evident in the 1851 speech

made by Representative George W. Julian, an intellectual heir of Thomas Jefferson:

The life of a farmer is peculiarly favorable to virtue; and both individualé and
communities are generally happy in proportion as they are virtuous. His
manners are simple, and his nature unsophisticated. If not oppressed by other
interests, he generally possesses an abundance without the drawback of
luxury. His life does not impose excessive toil, and yet discourages idleness.
The farmer lives in rustic plenty, remote from the contagion of popular vices,
and enjoys, in their greatest fruition, the blessings of health and contentment. .
. . The pleasures and virtues of rural life have been the theme of poets and

philosophers in all ages. The tillage of the soil was the primeval employment
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of man. Of all arts, it is the most useful and necessary. It has justly been
styled the nursing father of the State; for in civilized countries all are equally

dependent upon it for the means of subsistence.*’

This symbol of the yeoman farmer was later seized by the Republican orators in the
campaign of 1860 for the Homestead Bill. The results of that bill, conversely, would
work against the notion of an agrarian utopia.

The Agrarian Frontier provided a rationalization of economic patterns. With
Jefferson, the ideal of the contented yeoman so celebrated in the agrarian frontier was
found lacking because of its inability to articulate the more contemporaneous view of the
farming community, and this image was corrected as the myth adapted to the new
understanding. A new dimension was also added in the emphasis on a fundamental
racial conflict that would carry on into Turner’s Frontier Thesis. The notion of an
agrarian frontier itself would not persist -- with the forces of industrialization that
descended upon the American States, there was a need to adapt the idea of the Frontier

to incorporate the socio-economic transformations.

The Industrial Frontier: William Gilpin’s “Untransacted Destiny”

Between 1815 and 1870 the United States experienced a time of uninterrupted and swift
economic expansion. During that period the country grew from an agrarian adjunct of
the European economic system té a leading industrial and financial world power,
superseding the industrial nations in railroad mileage and in other key areas of heavy
industrial production. The solid foundation of the economy was such that even the

destruction wrought by the Civil War did not alter the economic growth curve of the

47



nation as a whole. This cycle of economic expansion coincided with a period of
dramatic geographical expansion. By conquest and purchase, the American government
acquired land that was sufficient to double the size of the nation. Successive waves of
settlers from the flourishing populations of the States as well as from Europe populated
the undeveloped land. Slotkin concludes that it was perhaps an inevitability for these
two dramatic expansions to be linked in American historical mythology and that the
westward movement of population be read as a cause -- even as the cause -- of
American economic development.

In the period of agrarian expansion, the economic language of profit-and-loss
employed by prospective investors, statesmen, and settlers drew on the Myth of the
Garden (the West as Agrarian utopia) in support of their colonizing enterprises. From
the initial transoceanic phases of Frontier development to the 1880s, the new territory
was advertised as a Garden of Eden endowed with wealth and fertility to be settled by
men forewarned of serpents.®® The restorative and regenerative power of the land was
emphasized: it contained the ability to redeem the fortunes of those fallen from high
estate, and provided an arena for moral heroism. However, in the passage of time, the
Myth of the Garden became an increasingly inaccurate description of a society
transformed by commerce and industry -- signalled by the arrival of new economic and
technological forces, especially the power of steam working through river boats and
locomotives. The greatest blow to belief in the Myth arose from the failure of the
homestead system, itself an incongruity within the period of Industrial revolution.

The dream of an agrarian utopia became ready for realization at the end of the
Civil War on the basis of the Homestead Act.” Following the Civil War, the impetus of

the Westward movement and the implied pledge of the victorious Republican party to
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develop the West were powerful forces urging the onward progress of the Agricultural
Frontier. The intellectual framework of the Republican homestead programme was the
National Reform doctrine propounded by George Henry Evans and his followers.
National Reform influenced Republican theory through leaders such as Greely and
Galusha A. Grow.* The contention of this doctrine was that free land in the West
would attract unemployed or underpaid laborers from industrial cities, thus preventing a
labor surplus of workmen in factories. Republicans had thus joined with Democrats in
supporting the measure with two goals in mind: to provide an agricultural “safety valve”
for surplus or discontented workers, and a Western population base for an enlarged
domestic market for manufactured goods.! The greatest appeal of the homestead
system to the West, however, lay in the belief that it would enact the agrarian utopia of
hardy and virtuous yeomen which had pervaded the imaginations of writers about the
West since the time of Crévecoeur.*?

The Homestead Act passed the Senate in May 1862. With the predictions
accompanying the Act, the image of the garden in the West became an article of national
faith. Horace Greely predicted that the new system would greatly lessen the number of
paupers and idlers in favor of “working, independent, self-subsisting farmers in the land
evermore”.* He was confident that ultimately millions of dwellers in city slums would
go West to establish homes for their children, erasing the possibility of future serious
unemployment for the United States.* In 1867 Greely was still trying to convince the

unemployed city laborer:

if you strike off into the broad, free West, and make yourself a farm from
Uncle Sam’s generous domain, you will crowd nobody, starve nobody, and. . .

neither you nor your children need evermore beg for Something to Do.*
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Thirty years following the passage of the Homestead Act, it became evident that the Act
wholly failed to live up to its predictions.
Henry Nash Smith calculates that between the passing of the Homestead Act in

1862 and 1890, only 372,659 entries were perfected:

Vast land grants to railways, failure to repeal the existing laws that played
into the hands of speculators by allowing purchase of government lands, and
cynical evasion of the law determined the actual working of the public land
system. . .At most, two millions of persons comprising the families of actual
settlers could have benefited from the system, during a period when the
population of the nation increased by thirty-two millions, and that of the
Western States within which most of the homesteading took place, by more

than ten millions.*

Fred Shannon, a historian, also saw that perhaps only a tenth of the new farms settled
between 1860 and 1900 were acquired under the Act; the rest were bought either
directly from land or railroad companies (beneficiaries of huge land grants) or from the
states. With the failure of the Homestead Act, the Myth of the agrarian utopia was
destroyed. The Homestead Act would, however, prove instrumental in furthering the
incorporation of Western lands into the Eastern Industrial system.”” The Myth of the
Frontier persisted in its translation into another form -- that of an Industrial Frontier.

As part of the agrarian programme, the exploitation of western resources by
individuals or groups of settlers, artisans and entrepreneurs were seen to be responsible
for the growth of the American economy. However, even during the period of agrarian
expansion, the growth of the economy owed as much to developments occurring within

the city: entrepreneurial and technological innovation, industrialization, changes in public
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education and the growth of the workforce, as well as high rates of productivity.”® The
vision of an industrial Frontier was most elaborately developed by William Gilpin, an
advisor to government and business on western and railroad matters, and the governor
of the Colorado territory (appointed in 1861).*

Gilpin’s insistence that the West contained an infinite supply of resources and his
acknowledgment that the agrarian Frontier was restricted by the outer limits of
productivity pushed him to locate another resource reservoir: this resource reservoir
took the form of precious minerals. He asserted that an infinite supply of gold, in
addition to the energies represented by the enterprise of the railroad, would make the
industrial system a substitute for the agrarian Frontier, offering to an unlimited
population of free men the same future promise of infinite opportunity to fulfill their
rising expectations.”® The crucial requisite of expansion in the myth (and the
contradictory expression of its democratic nature) was thus retained in this translation.
In Gilpinian rhetoric, the American race is pogsessed of a mission to expand the
boundaries of civilization, and to “regenerate” the moral and political character of

civilization in that process:

The untransacted destiny of the American people is to subdue the continent --
to rush over this vast field to the Pacific Ocean -- to animate the many
hundred millions of people, and to cheer them upward. . . -- to agitate these
herculean masses -- to establish a new order in human affairs. . . -- to
regenerate superannuated nations -- . . . to stir up the sleep of a hundred
centuries -- to teach the old nations a new civilization -- to confirm the destiny
of the human race -- to carry the career of mankind to its culminating point--
to cause a stagnant people to be reborn -- to perfect science -- to emblazon
history with the conquest of peace -- to shed a new and resplendent glory upon

mankind -- to unite the world in one social family -- to dissolve the spell of
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tyranny and exalt charity -- to absolve the curse that weighs down humanity,

and to shed blessings around the world.”

In the above, the mythology of racial struggle incipient in the agrarian Frontier of
Jefferson is invoked, gaining greater emphasis for the purposes of advancing the
industrial Frontier. The “untransacted destiny of the American people” is to “subdue”
the “herculean masses” and “stagnant people” (of Latin America, Europe and Asia), and
so “shed blessings around the world”. The material means for bringing about this
shower of blessings was a Pacific railway built along a central route passing through
Missouri and the Rocky Mountains.”® This railway would bridge the American continent
and serve as the line of communication between Europe and Asia.

On its surface, the exchange of an agrarian Frontier for an industrial Frontier
would produce a geographically antithetical society: a society created by great urban
centres and divided by classes of capitalists and workers. The values of agrarian
ideology proved, however, to be similar to those of industrial entrepreneurship. The
fantasy of the yeoman as politically passive and deferential was not borne out in actuality
-- though the ideal yeoman farmer was envisioned as “contented” in all practical
contexts, this image was in contradiction with the Jeffersonian yeoman who emerged as
“an expectant capitalist, a hardworking, ambitious person for whom enterprise was a
kind of religion, [who] everywhere. . . found conditions that encouraged him to extend
himself*.*> Farmers found accuracy in Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776. Man was defined primarily in
terms of his unique and inherent “propensity to truck, barter and exchange one thing for
another” in the marketplace.® Basing his system upon the individual’s self-love rather

than upon any urge or propensity to realize the ideals of benevolence or freedom, Smith
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saw that “the consideration of his own profit is the sole motive which determines the
owner of any capital to employ it.”** Farmers would be limited “by the extent of the
market”, and thus “the surplus must be sent abroad.”*® Economic expansion rather than
contentment with what one already has, was the dynamic factor in the proper
functioning of Smith’s system that American agricultural businessmen were attracted to.
Expansion was essential. The other common factor which follows and draws from both
agrarian and industrial Frontiers was the conquering of the natural wilderness. This
conquest gained a more sinister tone with the industrial Frontier, as an “untransacted
destiny” the advancing of the frontier was more intimately linked to the necessity and
historical sanctioning of violence. With the agricultural frontier, the ideology of placid
yeomen would not advance notions of violence in the extension of property; however,
the discourse surrounding the Jeffersonian yeoman and the conversion to an industrial
frontier focusses on the moral justification of violence. This justification was needed as
the new understanding of Crévecoeur’s yeoman revealed that he was individualistic in
his pursuits, and that the outcome of these pursuits to “subdue the continent” was the
initial subjugation of another race -- the Indian.

A corollary of the “untransacted destiny” of Gilpin’s vision is not the integration

»

of different races into “one social family.” The Indian title and cultural existence were
not preserved. They were obstacles to progress, legitimate targets of extermination, and
their rights were not to be recognized by civilized society. Gilpin wrote, “war has been
to our progressive nation the fruitful season of generating new offspring”, and applied
this without differentiation to the native Americans, as well as to Europe and Asia.

The violence exerted against the Indians exemplifies American interaction with

“superannuated” races and will be dealt with in the following section. Progress was
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increasingly seen to be dependent on the extermination/ exclusion of a regressive,
“stagnant” type of humanity and on the aggrandizement of a privileged race or people.

The Myth of the Frontier was thus in process of reformulation as Frontier
symbolism was adapted to emergent industrialization. The ideological response of
America’s intellectual spokesmen and its public to the Frontier led to the substitution of
an agrarian Frontier for an industrial Frontier. The Myth conformed to the concerns of
the industrial era and survived historical change to continue as a document of American
national character. The fact of the agrarian and industrial Frontiers, on the other hand,
retained their mythic appeal as clichés in historical memory.

With the translation of the Frontier from agrarian to industrial the centrality of
violence to the American character was manifest. The propensity of frontier mythology
to assimilate new economic developments (the change from an agrarian economic
system to an industrial one) merely illustrates the superficial reflections of a deeper

agenda: the moral justification of violence that is the basis of economic progress.

Regeneration through Violence: Slotkin and Turner’s Frontier

The definition of myth given in the first part of this chapter describes the process of
mythic formulation:v “stories drawn from a society’s history” are frequently retold and
deployed as a source of interpretative metaphors, until the original mythic story
(associated with the Westward expansion of the American nation) is “conventionalized”,
“abstracted” and “reduced to a deeply encoded and resonant set of symbols”. The
frontiers envisaged by Crévecoeur, Jefferson and Gilpin are “stories” that contribute to

this mythic process, and provide the material sources for the Frontier Thesis that Turner
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would later systematize. The common element in all their visions is the conquest of the
wilderness, and the drive for expansion that necessitated the crossing of borders. With
the application of Slotkin’s version of the frontier myth to Turner’s thesis this conquest
of the wilderness and its subsequent regeneration of American spirit (and achievement of
national identity) would be more intimately related to violence.

The ideology embodied by the frontier myth is expressed in a narrative that plays
through a scenario of separation, temporary regression to a more “natural state”, and
regeneration through violence.”” This journey would be carried out by a frontier hero --
when history is translated into myth, the complexities of social and historical experiences
are simplified and compressed into the action of representative individuals or “heroes”.’®
In essence, the journey through the moral landscape of the frontier myth involves the
crossing of boundaries, the frontier hero must abstract or “separate” himself from his
metropolitan culture, cross the Indian/White border, into “Indian country”, and
experience a “regression” to a more primitive and natural condition of life. This notion

of the wilderness mastering the colonist and being the catalyst of his regression to a

more primitive state is evident in the following passage from the Turner thesis:

The frontier is the line of most rapid and effective Americanization. The
wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him European in dress, industries,
tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes him from the railroad car and
puts him in a birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and arrays
him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in a log cabin of the
Cherokee and Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. Before long
he has gone planting Indian corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts the
war cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short, at the
frontier the environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the

conditions which it furnishes, or perish, and so he fits himself into the Indian
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clearings and follows the Indian trails. Little by little he transforms the
wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . .here is a new product that

is American.”

In this regression to a more primitive condition of life, the frontier hero is purged of the
false values of the metropolis (the old Europe) and finds himself a new, purified social
contract. In this more natural state, the hero undergoes a spiritual or psychological
struggle where he learns to defeat savagery in two senses: the physical wilderness and
the wilderness of the human soul. This conquest leads to a purification or regeneration,
and the means to that regeneration is violence.

The myth of “regeneration through violence” did not only arise out of the
historical and political circumstances previously discussed; though pervading these later
circumstances it finds its source in the personal narratives developed during the initial
experiences of colonial experience, particularly the colonialist’s accounts of the Indian
Wars. The first of these was the “captivity narrative” which had the Christian theme of
redemption through suffering, the second the Indian-war story which celebrated the
conquests of Indian fighters. The captive (usually a white woman) of the first narrative
symbolizes the values of Christianity and civilization that are put at stake in the
wilderness war. The state of captivity is likened to a spiritual darkness akin to
“madness”; though this scenario of historical ‘action emphasizes the weakness of colonial
power, the captive does vindicate her moral character and the values she symbolizes.*
The Indian-war story enacts a triumphalist historical scenario in which a white male uses
his intimate knowledge of Indians and skill in adapting their tactics to overcome the
enemy. The outcome of this secondv narrative is a victorious conquest. The integration

of the formulas and ideological themes of these two narratives produced a single unified
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Myth of the Frontier, in which “the triumph of civilization over savagery is symbolized
by the hunter/warrior’s rescue of the White woman held captive by savages.”®' This
Myth of the Frontier may be understood with greater clarity when viewed as a

diagrammatic construct charting the progress of the Frontier Hero:
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Mass Media and Myth

The functions of canvassing the world of events, the spectrum of public concerns, the
recalling of historical precedents and of translating these into various story-genres (or
narratives) that constitute a public mythology, has in modern society been provided by
the mass media.®> The mythologies of the mass media are most clearly seen in the
productions of its cultural industries; the mythology produced by the mass media is the
form of cultural production that addresses most directly the concerns of Americans as
citizens of a nation state of which Hollywobd cinema is a prime example.®® In Imagined
Communities, Benedict Anderson notes the function of the newspaper, and this provides
a useful parallel to the movie as a form of cultural production. Anderson turns to the
newspaper as cultural product, noting that the establishment of print-languages laid the
bases for national consciousness in creating unified fields of exchange and

communication below Latin and above the spoken vernaculars:

In a rather special sense, the book was the first modem-style mass-produced
industrial commodity. . .the newspaper is merely an ‘extreme’ form of the
book, a book sold on a colossal scale, but of ephemeral popularity. Might we
say: one-day best-sellers? The obsolescence of the newspaper on the morrow
of its printing- curious that one of the earlier mass-produced commodities
should so prefigure the inbuilt obsolescence of modern durables- nonetheless,
for this reason, creates this extraordinary mass ceremony: the almost precisely
simultaneous consumption (‘imagining’) of the newspaper-as-fiction. . .The
significance of this mass ceremony -- Hegel observed that newspapers serve
modern man as a substitute for modern prayers -- is paradoxical. It is
performed in silent privacy, in the lair of the skull. Yet each communicant is

aware that the ceremony he performs is being replicated simultaneously by

59



thousands (or millions) of others of whose existence he is confident, yet of

whose identity he has not the slightest notion.**

This “extraordinary mass ceremony” that Anderson observes in the consumption of the
daily newspaper is also a characteristic of movie-watching. Movie viewers congregate
in the same place, simultaneously consuming a mass-produced commodity: when we
extend this mass viewing not only to the movies but to videos, the ceremony performed
by “each communicant” is replicated by even more people “of whose existence he is
confident”, but of whose identity he may not have “the slightest notion”. When we
relate Anderson’s observation to the Western, the Myth of the Frontier encapsulated by
and emanating from this movie genre is the mythology that survives through this mass
ceremony as long as it addresses the concerns of Americans as citizens of a nation state,
and the extensive popularity of the Western testifies that the myth has remained pertinent
in this function.

The Myth of the Frontier has pervaded expressions of American culture in its
varied forms; some examples are the pamphlet, the dime novel, the nineteenth-century
historical romance, the stage melodrama, the Wild West show, and the modern
paperback. Evidence of references to frontier mythology, however, are more observably
direct in the movie Western, with its associated film narratives, images and
characterizations. Contemporary transmissions of the myth and modifications to it are
centrally located in Hollywood’s Westerns, where the American public may experience
the mythic landscape of the frontier, rather than from the work of Frederick Jackson
Turner and other writers involved in the genesis of the myth. In this process of
translation from its literary successors onto a new film medium, the myth acquired

different nuances as its images and ideas were adapted to suit the needs, preferences,
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and ultimately the commercial requirements of the filmmakers. In his introduction to

Gunfighter Nation Slotkin writes:

Within the structured marketplace of myths, the continuity and persistence of
particular genres may be seen as keys to identifying a culture’s deepest and
most persistent concerns. Likewise, major breaks in the development of
important genres may signal the presence of a significant crisis of cultural
values within the structured marketplace of myths, the continuity and
persistence of particular and organization. The development of new genres,
or the substantial modification of existing ones, can be read as a signal of
active ideological concern in which both the producers and consumers of
mass media participate -- producers as exploitative promulgators and
“proprietors” of their mythic formulations, consumers as respondents
capable of dismissing a given mythic formulation or of affiliating with it.
My Empbhasis

The history of the Western (film or literary) genre as a form of mass popular culture is
thus directly related to the development of a popular ideology of American nationality
and to the creation of nationwide networks of production and distribution. Between the
Civil War and the Great War, new technologies were utilized to meet the demands of an
expanding and increasingly polyglot culture with varied and complex needs and tastes;
the nature of cultural production became fully industrialized by the 1920s and grew to be
the clearest expression of the American national identity. Mechanization made possible
the mass production of culture in the form of consumable objects. Alan Tractenberg

writes:

The same process which fragmented labor into minute mechanical tasks,

which brought into cities new masses of people experiencing wage labor for
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the first time, thus destroyed old forms of labor and community, old cultures
of work and shared pleasures. . .As old cultures dissolved, a new culture of
mechanically produced goods and values arose in their place; the same process
which produced insecurities at the same time pandered new images of security

in home and consumption, in goods inscribed with culture. %

The mythologies of the popular culture industry are intimately linked to the expressions
of American identity through these goods (for example, movies) which are “inscribed
with culture”.”’

The emphasis that this thesis places on the Western movie may be justified by the
centrality of moving pictures in modern culture and the pervasive influence of moving
picture images on the language of literature and politics, a centrality witnessed by Roger
Schank in Dynamic Memory.®® The aim of the following chapters is to investigate the
significance of movie Westerns as a site for negotiating adaptations to the frontier myth,

and the transmission of its ideology. The immediate chapter following focuses on the

formula of the Western, and the expression of the frontier myth in film narrative.

62



3 The Western Formula and Film Narrative
Playing the Game

. . .the world of a formula can be described as an archetypal story pattern
embodied in the images, symbols, themes, and myths of a particular culture.
As shaped by the imperatives of the experience of escape, these formulaic
worlds are constructions that can be described as moral fantasies constituting an
imaginary world in which the audience can encounter a maximum of excitement
without being confronted with an overpowering sense of the insecurity and
danger that accompany such forms of excitement in reality. Much of the artistry
of formulaic literature involves the creator’s ability to plunge us into a
believable kind of excitement while, at the same time, confirming our confidence

that in the formulaic world things always work out the way we want them to.'
John G. Cawelti

In chapter one, formula, an entity distinct from but a part of genre, was defined as the
synthesis of a particular set of cultural conventions with a more universal narrative or
archetype. These various conventions are temporal, specific to certain cultures and
subject to change, while archetypes appeal to many cultures at different time periods.
Patterns of convention may thus be seen to belong to the surface structure of formula,
while the story form or archetype is a part of its deep structure. The second chapter
discusses myth in much the same fashion, as composed of a surface structure (the
historical clichés of agrarianism and industrialism) and the deeper structure of

regeneration through violence. The relationship between formula and myth is
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problematic, for they seem almost interchangeable. There exists a link at the level of
their deep structures: the narrative or archetype played out by the formula relates to the
deep structure of myth. At this level the myth underlies the historical discourse that
makes it explicit (at different time periods) and persists after the events have become
clichés.

Both surface structures of myth and formula are temporal, where changes in
convention relate to the historical transfigurations of the mythic veneer. Changes in the
formula can be charted synchronically and diachronically, to use terms introduced in F.
de Saussure’s posthumous Cours de linguistique générale (1916). For Saussure the
‘synchronic’ is a study of form or content independent of historical setting, authorship or
literary origins, while a ‘diachronic’ study considers sources and redactions’; a
‘diachronic’ study of the Western formula would thus take the frontier myth into
account.  Schatz’s model of generic evolution leans towards the former. In this sense
conventions are diachronic, subject to the meanings assigned to them at different time
periods, while archetypes are synchronic, being ahistorical and mostly inert. Synchronic
variations in the formula are independent of the historical context and do not arise from
developments in the myth. Diachronic permutations in the formula’s representation of
the myth accommodate cultural change, and appear to signal that the myth undergoes
change as well. However the diachronic changes in formula do not always extend
beyond the surface structure of the myth. The pro-Indian perspective in Dances with
Wolves (1990) for example, has been hailed by Jane Tompkins as the “one movie” that
“represents Native Americans in a serious, sympathetic way”.> It would be convenient
to situate this alteration in the Western formula’s conventional representation of the

Indian as savage in a post-Civil Rights Movement context, and to suggest an
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accompanying revision of the core element of white supremacy in the Myth of the
Frontier. The attempts at faithful representations of race associated with the cultural
awareness of America in the 1980s up to the present do relate to diachronic changes in
formula that are a response to challenges raised against the Frontier Myth. These
changes modify the surface of the myth, altering the vessels of its discourse. However,
at the level of its deep structure, the myth remains static. The following diagram

illustrates these structural components of the frontier myth in relation to the Western:
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TRUCTURE AND VARIATION OF
RONTIER MYTH AND WESTERN

SYNCHRONIC DIACRHONIC

A: Synchronic variation of Western formula
- e.g. novels, films, television dramas and comic books.

B: Diachronic changes as response to historical change affecting
surface level of myth, i.e. conventions and symbols
e.g. Indian representation in Dances With Wolves responding
to events of 1960s and 1970s.

C: Diachronic changes as response to historical change affecting

deep level of myth, i.e. narrative and archetype
¢.g. migration of frontier discourse from Western to Gangster

formula responding to events of 1920s and 1930s.



This quality of inertia is facilitated by the diachronic changes in formula which fulfil two
functions -- firstly the cultural contexts that undermine the myth are accommodated
while, secondly, ideological negotiations that aim to re-secure the status quo
simultaneously take place. At certain times cultural changes may subvert the myth to
such an extent that these functions cannot be performed within the same formula. The
reasons for this are a severe loss of faith in the myth and the active role of the spectator
in rejecting genres that explicitly manifest the myth’s core elements. In the instance of
the early part of the Great Depression, for example, the Western formula was
substantially abandoned, and the discourse of the frontier myth emerged in another
formula -- the Gangster film. This implicit communication of the discourse of frontier
mythology in other formulas than the Western as a route to re-securing ideological
validity is mirrored in the 1970s, when the Vietnam War led to a questioning that
undermined the very foundations of the frontier myth. The frontier discourse that
emerges in the 1930s, however, does signal a temporary revision to the myth at its deep
structure, an argument that will be developed in the following chapters. The
instrumentality of genres is evident in the processes of ideological negotiation that seek
to restore credibility to the frontier myth in the 1930s and the 1970s.

This third chapter discusses the relationship between myth and formula and
considers the various components of the Western formula by demonstrating the
ideological import they possess. The latter consideration will have an emphasis on

charting synchronic and diachronic variations in the formula’s representation of myth.
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The Frontier Myth and the Western Formula

Cawelti contests the argument that the concept of formula he is developing in 7he Six-
Gun Mystique is merely a variation on the idea of myth.* In Adventure, Mystery, and
Romance, from which the opening quotation is derived, Cawelti goes a step further.
He argues that distinguishing formula has two “great advantages” over the notion of
myth: firstly, formula requires a more encompassing concentration on the whole story

while myth grants attention to “any given element that is arbitrarily selected”. Thus,

A myth can be almost anything -- a particular type of character, one among
many ideas, a certain kind of action -- but a formula is essentially a set of
generalizations about the way in which all the elements of a story have been
put together. . .This feature of the concept leads us to its second advantage: to
connect a mythical pattern with the rest of human behaviour requires tenuous
and debatable assumptions, while the relation between formulas and other
aspects of life can be explored more directly and empirically as a question of

why certain groups of people enjoy certain stories.’

Cawelti’s defence of a formula approach over a myth approach to the study of literature
is persuasive, but it does not necessarily hold in relation to the subject of this thesis.
Myths can be almost anything, in the same way that formulas can be composed by many
different elements, but as its name suggests, the American Myth of the Frontier is
specific to a particular nation of people -- it is a specific cultural myth, as distinct from
other myths as the Western formula is distinct from the detective formula. The
American Frontier Myth is also one of the modes via which American society expresses
its complex of feelings, values and ideas; myth has the power of symbolizing the

ideology of a society. It is this cultural expression of ideology that ultimately shapes the
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Western formula. The Western formula is thus a literary and cultural expression of the
frontier myth. The connection between myth and “the rest of human behaviour” may
require “tenuous and debatable assumptions”, but the direct link between the frontier
myth and the Western formula cannot be denied. The basic distinction then, is not so
much that formula allows for a more holistic assessment of literary products, but that
they are discrete with different functions in society.

The social function of myth lies in its power of explaining problems that arise in
the course of historical experience (and justifying the actions employed in overcoming
these problems) through its ability to influence our perception of contemporary reality:
new phenomena are interpreted according to their resemblance to a remembered
happening. Myths are the symbolic models against which the states and processes of the
material world are tested.® In the course of experience, these models are either
confirmed or subjected to revision. With the frontier myth, indications of the balance of
change and continuity are reflected in developments within the Western genre. The
Western formula embodies the ideology of the frontier myth and is its external
manifestation: changes in the myth’s credibility are reflected, and are made tangible
through the outward performance of the formula, which can be equated to the popularity
of the genre.

Since film genre is a contemporary vehicle through which myth is expressed and
in which myth resides, and formula is the means via which the basic qualities of a specific
genre are categorised and observed, it follows that changes in belief in the myth would
lead to changes in the popularity of the formula and genre. As it is “tenuous” to link
human behaviour directly with myth, it would instead be logical to relate the Western

formula which can be “explored more directly and empirically” with patterns of human
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behaviour to the American frontier myth. The dual cultural functions of formula that are
escape and entertainment help explain this role of formula as the public indicator of

myth,

Escape and Entertainment: The Rules of the Game

The quality of escape provided for by formula is derived from its essential characteristic
of standardization. @ As discussed in the first chapter, the tendency towards
standardization is implicit in the economy of Hollywood filmmaking, but there exists
another important motive: the pleasure derived from the formulaic work is intrinsically
tied to its intensification of a familiar experience through which the formula creates its
own world and with which the audience becomes familiar by repetition. The imaginary
world (the world of formula) is experienced without continual comparisons with actual
experience: an alternative world is constructed into which the audience may temporarily
retreat.  This perspective consolidates Neale’s notions of generic and cultural
verisimilitude and their non-equation with actuality. The alternative world “reflects the
construction of an ideal world without the disorder, the ambiguity, the uncertainty, and

the limitations of the world of our experience”.” Warshow explains this in the following:

.. .the relationship between the conventions which go to make up such a type
and the real experience of its audience of the real facts of whatever situation it
pretends to describe is only of secondary importance and does not determine
its aesthetic force. It is only in the ultimate sense that the type appeals to its
audience’s experience of reality; much more immediately, it appeals to

previous experience of the type itself; it creates its own field of reference.®
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The formulaic element is a fundamental characteristic of the genre film: not only does
the formulaic movie create its own field of reference, these films also work towards the
representation of universal characters and situations, and are differentiated from movies
which aspire to create something that is unique. The equation of singularity with
success (and an aversion to the formulaic) by critics who value defamiliarization
overlooks the complex rationale underlying the genre film’s provision of pleasure.

The experience of escape arising from the formulaic movie sustains itself over a
considerable period of time and arrives at a sense of completion and fulfilment within
itself. This experience fulfils two psychological needs: firstly, the need for intense
excitement and interest to transcend the boredom and ennui of secure, routine and
organized lives (arguably led by the great majority of the contemporary American movie
audience) and a second conflicting impulse to escape from the ultimate insecurities and
ambiguities: sickness, death, the inability to realize our hopes, and failed relationships.
In “Naive Consciousness and Culture Change: An Essay in Historical Structuralism”,

Harry Berger describes the nature of this conflict:

Man has two primal needs. First is a need for order, peace, and security, for
protection against the terror and confusion of life, for a familiar and
predictable world, and for a life which is happily more of the same. . . .But the
second primal impulse is contrary to the first: man positively needs tension,
jeopardy, novelty, mystery, would be lost without enemies, is sometimes
happiest when most miserable. Human spontaneity is eaten away by

sameness: man is the animal most expert at being bored.”

The essence of the experience of escape is that these two needs are temporarily

synthesized and the tension between them resolved. This accounts for the paradox
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inherent in the Western formula -- it is at once highly ordered and conventional, yet
centrally incorporated with the symbol of violence. Jane Tompkins’s analysis of the

centrality of death in the Western illustrates this paradox:

The ritualization of the moment of death that climaxes most Western
novels and films hovers over the whole story and gives its typical scenes a
faintly sacramental aura. The narrative’s stylization is a way of controlling its
violence. It is because the Western depicts life lived at the edge of death that
the plot, the characters, the setting, the language, the gestures, and even the
incidental episodes -- a bath, a shave, a game of cards -- are so predictable.
The repetitive character of the elements produces the same impression of
novelty within a rigid structure of sameness as the thousand ways a sonneteer
finds to describe his mistresses’s eyes. . .Half the pleasure of Westerns comes

from this sense of familiarity, spliced with danger."

The excitement of violence and death in the Western intensifies the viewer’s basic sense
of security because the extent of uncertainty is controlled by the familiar (and imaginary
as opposed to the actual) world of the formulaic structure.

The quality of entertainment as provided by the formulaic movie is more difficult
to define: such movies are clearly standardized commercial products sold by the
Hollywood film companies; yet there is more to enjoying these films than escapism and
the fulfilment of certain basic needs. Being entertained by such a movie elicits active
participation in a game, a game which requires the observation of a set of rules.  The
rules consist of familiar characters and familiar actions which celebrate familiar values.
Together these rules constitute a system of conventions which are subject to slight
variations (“the thousand ways a sonneteer finds to describe his mistresses’s eyes”) such

that a type of play emerges, with the audience and filmmakers as participants of this
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game. Audiences signal their approval and enjoyment of the game to the filmmakers
through the film’s box office receipts. This aspect of the formula movie, Neale argues,
allows for an understanding of genre as a process. Neale supports his argument with a

passage from Hans Robert Jauss:

. . .the relationship between the individual text and the series of texts formative
of a genre presents itself as a process of the continual founding and altering of
horizons. The new text evokes for the reader (or listener) the horizon of
expectations and ‘rules of the game’ familiar to him from earlier texts, which
as such can then be varied, extended, corrected, but also transformed, crossed

out, or simply reproduced."

Variations take place on two levels. The first kind of variation is discussed in the first
chapter, where the viewer is like a “connoisseur”, recognizing, appreciating and
remembering each different nuance made in the individual work. To be interesting, the
individual genre or formula film has some unique characteristics of its own, but these
special qualities ultimately follow the rules of the game, in accordance with the system of
conventions: “Variation is absolutely necessary to keep the type from becoming sterile;
we do not want to see the same movie over and over again, only the same form”.'
Variations of this nature are synchronic; the differentiation (within limited bounds) of
the standardized product makes economic sense in the maintaining of its popularity.
The creator of a Western, for example, employs typical characters and situations that
audiences expect -- the cowboy hero, the outlaw, the showdown, the poker game, but
renews these characters and situations by adding new elements or a new perspective that

will heighten the pleasure of the audience based on the recognition that comes from

previous encounters with these conventions. Diachronic variations occur when the rules
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of the game undergo revision: due to new social attitudes the formula evolves and
develops new themes and symbols. The example of Indian representation in Dances
with Wolves was earlier linked to a new social consciousness which condemned racist
attitudes and encouraged the modification of that existing symbol (a more detailed
discussion of this film can be found in chapter nine). Genre films do, however, have the
tendency to “play it both ways”, criticizing and reinforcing values, beliefs and ideas
within the same narrative context. This tendency reveals how diachronic mutations of
formula sustain the persistence of the myth at its deep structure. This process will be
further explicated and exemplified in the following individual sections on the principal
components of the Western formula: the cowboy hero, the Indian, the woman, and the
landscape.

After establishing formula’s two cultural functions, we can now proceed to
discuss how they situate formula as a public indicator of myth. Because the Western
formula embodies the ideology of the frontier myth, viewers who are able to escape into
the formula world of the Western need to identify with that ideology. If the valués
purported by the ideology of the frontier myth are adopted and upheld by viewers of the
Western, escapism is possible as no violation of the viewer’s moral sensibility occurs.
However, when the conquest of the frontier can no longer be aligned with the values of
moral victory and justifiable violence, as was the overall effect of the Vietnam War, the
world of the formula Western can no longer be a place where one may find the solace of
comfort and security. The adverse effect of the Vietnam War on the Western is directly
and empirically recorded in the approximately ten years of silence during which
Westerns were no longer as profitable to produce. This public abandonment of the

Western formula indirectly points to (and finds its source in) a loss of faith in the central
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tenets of the frontier myth from which the formula world obtains its values in the
construction of this particular “moral fantasy”.

The activity of game playing carries with it a more sinister agenda. The positive
portrayal of the Indian seems to reflect a non-racist attitude towards otherness, but it can
be argued that the primary message of the myth remains the same: that of American
exceptionalism. In “playing it both ways”, genre movies have the ability to discredit the
beliefs that they seem to affirm, making changes to the rules such that the audience is
placated and yet leaves the cinema with the original sense of pleasure ostensibly
emanating from the former set of rules. If we once again refer to the image of the Indian
or Native American, we can relate the amendments needed to be made to that image as
portrayed in films to the American culture’s changing view of the settling of the West,
Manifest Destiny, and the treatment of peoples whose cultures were overwhelmed by the
infringements of civilization. Soldier Blue (1970), a Western based on the massacre by
the U.S. Army of the Cheyenne at Sand Creek, places the Indian as an innocent victim of
their white assailants, showing a very different and controversial view of how the West
was won. In appreciating such a movie, the morality of the American audience is
placated in the acknowledgement that crimes were committed in extending the white
frontiers of the west. However, the hero and heroine (Peter Strauss and Candice
Bergen) of this extremely violent “anti-violence” Western are white; they are seen to
befriend and even attempt to protect the inhabitants of the Indian village, and they are
themselves victims of an Indian raid. They live to tell of the atrocities committed by the
other whites, but their innocence cannot be challenged, and their altruism cannot be
denied. The massacre is thus tempered by the identification of the audience with these

two heroic white figures, survivors of mercenary Indians seeking for gold, who
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witnessed the horrific killing of the Indian villagers but are themselves set apart from any
responsibility. The violence is partially justified in two ways; firstly, revenge against the
Indians is taken for the hero and heroine, and secondly, by the rite of passage that these
two white characters undergo in their realization of how brutal other Americans can be
and conversely how hospitable some Indians are. The generic formula is varied to
incorporate a controversial perspective of the settling of the West, but manages to
exploit the qualities (in this example, the quality of American exceptionalism) that made
the genre popular in the first place. The deep structure of the myth, containing the
archetype of white heroism, remains intact.

This second cultural function of formula reveals a more complex aspect in its
relation to myth. Though the formula changes, the ideology of the myth may in fact
remain the same and even be reinforced. This kind of variation can only be assimilated
by the formula if the foundations of the myth are not violated. Generic play can only
begin when the requisite of escapism is satisfied. Thus, in the post-Vietnam War period,
when the foundations of the Frontier myth were shattered and the Americans emerged
not as victors but as the defeated, the game is discontinued. The progress of civilization
justifying the violent acts of the Frontier hero becomes invalidated in the context of the

Vietnam War, as noted by John Hellman:

The American Mythic landscape is a place fixed between savagery
and civilization, a middle landscape where the hero sheds the unnecessary
refinements of the latter without entering into the darkness of the former.
Ever-receding, this frontier gains its validation as a setting for the mythic hero
because his killing makes way for the progress of civilization advancing
behind him. In the memoirs of the Vietnam War, however, the American hero

has somehow entered a nightmarish wilderness where he is allowed no linear
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direction nor clear spreading of civilization, where neither his inner restraints

nor the external ones of his civilization are operating."

Without the moral validation that accompanies the working out of the mythic paradigm,
the world of the Western no longer exists as a comfortable space to recede into. The
violent acts of the hero cannot be justified in the name of progress, and the Western
formula fails to maintain its popularity, the mythic surface is instead critiqued in the

Vietnam War films that follow after the Western’s demise.

Edwin S. Porter and The Great Train Robbery (1903)

Before evaluating the various components of the Western formula, one of the first movie
Westerns to exhibit these components will be discussed, and analysed as contributing to
the prototype from which the reproduction of a pattern followed. The continued
reproduction of a successful pattern reifies the pattern into the status of formula, and
movies that later adopt that pattern into members of a genre. Most accounts of the
Western hail Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery as the progenitor of narrative
cinema and “the first Western”.!* It is important to use the distinction of formula and
genre at this point. Though the Edison company had played with Western material for
several years prior to The Great Train Robbery, contemporary audiences recognized the
film more as a melodramatic example of the “chase film,” the railway genre,” and the
“crime film”.'"> Maltby locates the emergence of the genre at about 1910, when
American producers were attracted to its being a distinctly American product that their

European competitors could not successfully imitate.'® The aspect of audience
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identification is less tied to the Western formula, elements of which can already be
witnessed in Porter’s film.

The Great Train Robbery became a commercial success on a scale that no
previous film had previously achieved. The film was of a remarkable standard
considering that it was made in 1903, being almost a reel in length, relating its story
visually without the aid of subtitles, with fluid cutting between interior and exterior
shots, utilizing good visual compositions and editing for dramatic effect in the building
of its tension. With these achievements, Porter set the precedent for later directors to

refer to. George N. Fenin and William K. Everson provide a clear synopsis of the film:

The Great Train Robbery opens with a sequence in the interior of a
railroad telegraph office; a typically static long-shot fashion. However, there
is an unusual effect: the arrival of the train shown through a window. . .a
good, if occasionally unsteady, superimposition was the modus operandi.

The bandits bind the telegraph operator; then, a cut to the exterior.
As the train pauses by the railroad’s water tower outside, the bandits board it.
From the New Jersey exterior locale, Porter then cuts to a studio interior set of
the express car. . .Porter then switches to another exterior, his camera placed
on the rear of the tender, photographing the train in motion. The villains
approach, and overpower the drivers. . .The callous treatment of the drivers
seems to have been a deliberate attempt by Porter to emphasize that he was
not glamorizing outlaws undeserving of sympathy. This is further emphasized
when the train stops and an incredible horde of passengers- presumably the
entire population of Dover- descends. One of them breaks for freedom, and is
shot in cold blood.

Their loot secured, the bandits escape the train, bring it to a halt some
distance up to the track and in a long and smoothly executed panning shot,
retreat into the woods. The crime established, the development now cuts
abruptly to the forces of law and order. At the telegraph office, the operator’s
little daughter discovers the plight.  The film cuts again, this time to the
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dance hall. . .The final section of the film- the chase, the robbers thinking they

are safe dividing the spoils, is, of course, a typical western finish.'”

Porter’s pioneer work is useful for observing early standard Western plots and basic
elements of technique. It is possible to analyse, at this early stage, how these met the
requisites of escape and entertainment. The tenet of escape was analysed as the
fulfilment of two primal needs: the need for order, peace, and security, and the contrary
need for jeopardy, novelty and mystery. In the formula world, these two impulses are
united. The Great Train Robbery was noted in its editing for dramatic effect leading to
an increase of suspense. This suspense is built up in the dance hall scene, where the
Westerners are shooting at the heels of a tenderfoot to force him to dance, while the
audience waits in anticipation with the knowledge that the telegraph operator would
arrive to seek their help momentarily. The whimsical shooting also serves as an
harbinger of the climactic gun battle that is to come at the end of the film. The build up
of suspense and the violent killing of the bandits is securely encapsulated by the typical
Western finish of good triumphing over evil, and peace being restored. Thus the
audience escapes temporarily into an imaginary world where they are “plunged. . .into a
believable kind of excitement” (facilitated by Porter’s smooth cutting) while their
confidence that things will work out the way “they want them to” is confirmed.

The commercial success of the film led the Edison company and its competitors
to make efforts towards replicating its success, turning out a series of films that imitated
Porter’s movie: The Great Bank Robbery, The Bold Bank Robbery, The Little Train
Robbery, The Hold Up of the Rocky Mountain Express. These movies served to
enhance the audience’s familiarization with the early rules of the game: that of the

outlaw threatening members of society, the cowboy taking revenge on the outlaw, and
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the shoot-out. Some of the films inspired by the success of The Great Train Robbery
were outright plagiarisms: Sigmund Lubin made a film with the same title which
duplicated the sets and action of Porter’s original exactly, with the only variation of a
local bank’s calendar.'”® These incipient rules would be added to with the making of
more Westerns. An additional player within the game would be the cowboy hero, an
early version of which can be witnessed in the films directed by an “extra” in Porter’s

The Great Train Robbery -- G.M. Anderson.

The Cowboy Hero and the Ideology of Nationalism

G.M. Anderson’s decision to build the image of a cowboy hero in his films came about
after the failure of his Selig Westerns, which Anderson had co-produced with Colonel
William Selig on location at Colorado. Anderson had tried to repeat the formula of
Porter’s The Great Train Robbery, where he was cast in the minor role of a bandit until
he showed that he could not “ride like a Texas Ranger” as he had assured Porter: he
could not mount a horse, let alone ride it."” This attempt to repeat Porter’s formula and
the acclaim of 7he Great Train Robbery met with little success, and Anderson turned
towards improving the formula by creating a central character on which the audience
could focus their attention.

Anderson’s first film, an adaptation of a Peter B. Kyne story was entitled
Broncho Billy and the Baby; with its success Anderson was convinced that he should
use Broncho Billy as a continuing character in his Westerns. Each story was still treated
individually, so that it did not matter how many times Billy was married, reformed, or

killed off. Anderson used the character of Billy in an estimated five hundred short one
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reeler and two reeler Westerns. The cowboy hero soon became the main player of the
formula, and his actions drove the narrative, communicating its central ideology --

nationalism.

Philip French lists the qualities of a typical Western hero:

. . .the hero is the embodiment of good. He is upright, clean living, sharp
shooting, a White Anglo Saxon Protestant who respects the law, the flag,
women and children; he dresses smartly in white clothes and rides a white
horse which is his closest companion; he uses bullets and words with equal
care, is a disinterested upholder of justice and uninterested in personal gain.

He always wins.*

These requisites of being a hero are closely aligned with what has been the distinct
cultural profile of the American Nation’s dominant group. Charles Wagley and Marvin

Harris’s description of the discourse by which this dominance is articulated is as follows:

The cultural tradition, the language, and physical types of one of the state’s
society are proposed as the national language, the national culture, and the
national physical type. . . .In the United States, the national ideal is English-
speaking, Protestant, northern European in descent, and light Caucasoid in

physical appearance.?!

This dominance is at odds with the ideology of nationalism, for it creates a hierarchy of
group identities and dispels the conception of the nation as what Ellis Cashmere has
termed “a deep, horizontal comr.adeship”.22 Virginia Wright Wexman sees this
contradiction at the center of the myth of imagined community to be a particularly

troublesome one, for the tension between the ideal of a community of equals and the
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drive for domination by groups within the culture has been pronounced.® The
contradiction is also apparent with relation to the ideology of the Frontier, for the
settlement of the West brings into focus confrontations with indigenous racial others
whose value systems were fundamentally at odds with those of the European settlers,
and were not easily accommodated into the ideal of comradeship. The previous
discussions of the agrarian and industrial frontiers expressed this conflict. The movie
Western communicates the ideology of the frontier and manages to contain and
neutralise this contradiction: the cowboy hero represents the dominant group, yet
manages to promulgate the ideal of nationalism in either partially synthesizing the
cultures of other groups or omitting their existence completely if their culture is so
different that synthesis is not possible. The minority groups are classified under the all
encompassing term of “the Other”, and the main representative of this “Otherness” in the

Western is the Indian.

The Indian: Symbolic Surrogate

From the standpoint of Western film history, two contrasting approaches to the Indian
co-existed. One held the Indian to be a bloodthirsty, senseless savage while the other
veered to the opposite extreme by depicting the Indian with dignity as the original
American. The sympathetic approach to the Indian was short-lived and dominated in the
first phase of the history of the Western, witnessed in films such as 7he Cowboy and the
School-Marm (1910) and The Sacrifice (1912). The former stars James Young Deer
and Red Wing, playing an Indian father and daughter who help the cowboy protagonist

save the white female victim from her (non-Indian and Indian-hating) captors. In the
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second an Indian sacrifices his life to save the white heroine of the narrative,
overwhelmed by the cold after he dispatches her towards safety on his sled. This latter
approach manipulated the Indian into the role of a red-skinned menace whbse only
justification for existing lay in providing the formula action by taking to the warpath in
opposition to the white heroes. This was especially so for the bulk of the “B” Westerns:
in Prairie Thunder (1937) and Fort Osage (1952), for example, their warlike actions
were deliberately spurred on by white renegades, and in 7he Law Rides Again (1943)
because of erroneous grievances against the whites.** The acceptance of the Indian as a
convenient mass enemy in Western films ensured that the ideology of American
nationalism would remain intact, for the Indian failed to emerge as a candidate for that
“deep, horizontal comradeship” and was instead regarded as a savage, a scourge to rid
the land of. The myth of the “savage war” is actually a basic ideological convention for
the extermination of Indians, with the Indian becoming a symbolic surrogate for the
range of political and social inequality that tarnished the nationalist ideology of a perfect
republic. The Indian is viewed as an obstacle to the creation of that republic. An
example of a Western that embraces this perspective and is widely admitted to be the
most famous and perhaps the most influential is John Ford’s Stagecoach (1939).

In Stagecoach, the enemies of the bearers of civilization are the Apache Indians,
who periodically arise like a pestilence to attack white men without any specific reason.
Motivation becomes unnecessary, once the rule equating the Indian with the enemy is
accepted. These Indians, led by Geronimo, appear suddenly with intense hostility
against the stagecoach and its passenger load of Western types: Doc Boone, a conniving
drunkard, Dallas, a prostitute, Hatfield, a shady gambler with the manners of a southern

gentleman, Lucy, the pregnant wife of a cavalry officer, Henry Gatewood, a pompous
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banker, and Samuel Peacock, a whiskey salesman. The coach is driven by Buck, a man
with an aversion to Indians, and Curly, a lawman riding “shotgun”. Before long, the
coach picks up Ringo Kid: John Wayne in a star-making performance. The journey
through Monument Valley has been likened to a spiritual passage, where the
dehumanized Apaches symbolize demonic forces that terrorize the characters en route in
senseless waves of violent hatred, with many Indians killed but none relenting.  This
view of the Indian would persist well into the forties, with more sympathetic
perspectives adopted towards the sixties, as in Ford’s Cheyenne Autumn (1964).
Stagecoach, however, centres on the symbolic grouping of civilization and that group’s
encounter with its persecutors, the Indians.

The dialectical approach to the Indian as devil and noble savage gave way in the
nineteenth century to a definition of the Indian way of life as an inferior and earlier stage
in the development of civilization® This redefinition of the Indian justified his
assimilation or extermination -- providing the American nation’s “dominant group” with
the rationale for the brutal elimination of native American cultures. The portrayal of the
Indian in Costner’s Dances With Wolves has been perceived as belonging to a more
recent approach, with films which are radically positive in their treatment of the Indian.
The formulaic rule of racially discriminating against the Indian Other appears to be
replaced by the new rule of appreciating his difference. I have identified this as a
diachronic change. However, the more sympathetic representation of the Indian was
not, as Jane Tompkins insists, available only in Costner’s movie. There is a widespread
understanding that Broken Arrow (1950) is a pro-Indian Western. Michael Walker
provides a detailed analysis of the movie, focusing on its pro-Indian nature in The Movie

Book of the Western. The movie was considered so radical in this aspect that the 1950
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movie audiences had to be prepared for the reversal in ideology.”® He also identifies
Westerns prior to Broken Arrow that were famous for protesting the injustice done to
Native Americans: Ramona (1936) is about the victimisation of Indians while 7he
Vanishing American (1925) and Devil's Doorway (1950) are about the dispossession of
Navajo Indians and a Soshone chief who fought with the Union Army respectively.
These changes in the formula’s representation of the frontier myth are synchronic --
Drum Beat, the next Western that Daves made after the production of Broken Arrow,
sees the return of the Western’s racism with a vengeance. The ability of the Hollywood
genre to “play it both ways” is relevant here, for the central tenet of white supremacy is
not violated in any of these Westerns, nor in Dances With Wolves, as a later discussion
of the film will elucidate. The brutalization of Otherness is intrinsic in the deep structure

of the frontier myth, and defies correction. Douglas Pye affirms this in the following:

The history of the Western is littered with movies that attempt to develop
liberal perspectives on the historical treatment of Native Americans.
However, the racism that is inherent in the traditions of the genre makes
almost any attempt to produce an anti-racist Western a paradoxical, even
contradictory enterprise. It is, in effect, impossible to escape the genre’s

informing White supremacist terms.”’

The white supremacy is enacted through violence that is committed against the Indian
enemy. These acts of violence are motivated by the role of the woman, who is forever
at the mercy of the lawless element and dependent on the hero for protection. Her
function as the central figure in the captivity narratives discussed in chapter two is

pertinent here.
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The Woman: Shifting Reality and Static Prescription

A remark by Budd Boetticher enunciates the role of the woman in Westerns: “what
counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather, what she represents. She is the one, or
rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or else the concern he feels for her, who
makes him act the way he does. In herself the woman has not the slightest
importance.””® The woman in the Western is, like the Indian, representative of
“Otherness”. However, her difference is one that can be partially eradicated -- she
becomes a representative of what motivates the hero’s actions. Thus even in the
captivity myths where the woman is arguably the heroine of the narrative, her position is
fundamentally a passive one. By resisting the physical threats and spiritual temptations
of the Indians, she vindicates the power of the values of Christianity and civilization that
are imperilled in the wilderness war. The worth of the woman lies in these values that
she symbolizes, and as Budd Boetticher states, “in herself” she “has not the slightest
importance”.

The role of the woman then, is to provide the motivation for the heroic action
undertaken by the cowboy in the Western. Like the Indian, the portrayal of the woman
undergoes some change over the years, but her function has not altered considerably.
At this juncture a qualification has to be made with respect to a significant group of ‘B’
Westerns in the late 1930s, a point that is taken up in chapter 6. In general, however,
irrespective of the shifting roles of women in American society, women in Western films
are subject unrelentingly to the same prescriptions. Jon Tuska demonstrates this
reification process by contrasting The Return of Draw Egan (1916) with Heaven's Gate

(1981).% In the first movie, William S. Hart plays “Draw” Egan, an outlaw who goes
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into hiding after rumours are widely circulated that he was killed in a shoot-out. He is
appointed as Sheriff by the head of the reform committee at Yellow Dog and regards it
as capital cover for resuming his outlaw activities. However, upon meeting the heroine
of the movie, Egan decides that he must reform and prove his morality by stamping out
the evil element at Yellow Dog -- the film concludes when Egan is forgiven for his
transgressions and accepted by the heroine. The point that Tuska makes is that the
heroine is entirely passive, it is merely her appearance that marks the crisis moment in
the film when everything changes. The role of the woman in The Return of Draw Egan
is to be the hero’s motivation, and this role carries on into Heaven's Gate. The plot of
Michael Cimino’s film revolves around Jim Averill’s determination to save Ella Watson’s
life -~ the latter a prostitute who is on the “hit list” of a vigilance committee made up of
rich cattlemen to deal with immigrant rustling.

Though the feminist movement in the 1960’s historically liberated women from
these passive and stereotypical roles, the roles prescribed to women in Westerns have
for the most part remained static. The function of women as captives is as integral to
the frontier myth and Western as it is that the Indians are inferior to the whites. In
Unforgiven, a Western made in 1992, the women are still prescribed the roles of
prostitutes, who must seek their revenge through the hero: Clint Eastwood plays the
part of an infamous gunslinger who goes to their aid in return for the reward offered by
the women. at the brothel. By Slotkin’s account -- which has a basis in Jungian
psychology -- the Western genre’s assignation of the role of motivation to women stems
from the hunter myths, where the anima is the object of the hunter’s quest. The hunter
hero seeks union with his “lost half”’, his anima: the hidden part of male consciousness

where feeling subordinates intellect, passive, feminine and essential.*®* Even though the
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woman is passive, she is still essential, for it is only through her that the male protagonist
may achieve personal salvation and acquire heroic status. This function is clear in all
three Westerns mentioned. In The Return of Draw Egan, Egan decides to seek moral
salvation when he meets the heroine of the film, in Heaven's Gate, Averill’s heroic
exploits are committed for the sake of Ella Watson, as in Unforgiven, where Clint
Eastwood goes on a journey at a prostitute’s request.

The Woman, Indian, and Cowboy are three of the main characters which fulfil
central roles in the Western: the woman represents civilization, the Indian savage
threatens civilization, and the hero is fundamentally committed to the preservation of
civilization while possessing many qualities and skills of the savage. It is out of the
multiple variations on the relationships between these groups that the various Western
plots listed in the first chapter are concocted. This tripartite division of characters
constitutes a major part of the Western formula -- with the Western setting performing

an equally integral function.

Setting: “the Meeting Point Between Savagery and Civilization”*

The definition of the frontier by Turner as the meeting point of savagery and civilization
marks a relatively brief stage in the social evolution of the West when outlaws and
Indians posed a threat to the community’s stability. Yet this brief period of struggle has
been erected by the Western formula into a timeless epic past in which heroic individual
defenders of law and order (without the modern social resources of police and courts)
stand poised against the threat of lawlessness and savagery.’* Cawelti sees several

factors contributing to this particular fixation of the epic moment. One of these is the
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ideological tendency of Americans to see the Far West as the stronghold of traditional
values -- especially the value of nationalism that is associated with the cowboy. The
importance of these values cannot be overstated, but it must be remembered that the
Western’s success as a popular form in the twentieth century derives from the great
potential it manifested for cinematic expression.

In terms of visual articulation, the geographic setting of the Great Plains and
adjacent areas have proved appropriate as a means of isolating and intensifying the
drama of the frontier encounter between civilization and savagery. The sharp contrasts
of light and shadow characteristic of an arid climate, combined with the topographical
contrasts of plain and mountain, rocky outcrops and flat deserts, bare canyons and
forested plateaus, visually enhances the contrast between civilized man and the
wilderness. The research of Patricia Hills on the work of the American Art-Union in the
1840s and 1850s illustrates how such qualities were readily exploited in the era of
Westward expansion. The project of the men who ran the American Art-Union was to
promote and distribute patriotic images with the “Progress of Civilization” as a central
theme. William Ranney’s oil painting 7he Scouting Party (1851), for example, was that
of a party of trappers with their horses on a high bluff overlooking the movements of
Indians who were betrayed by fires in the prairie below.”* The Western landscape’s
potential for visual expression is augmented through the medium of film. Tompkins

observes that the typical Western movie begins with a landscape shot:

Desert, with butte, two riders galloping toward camera.
Stagecoach (1939)

Cattle on a trail, flat country.
Texas (1941)
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Landscape with butte, a wagon trail, cattle.
My Darling Clementine (1946)

Desert with wagon trail, flat country, a few hills.
Red River (1948)

Flat foreground, river, large mesa on the opposite shore,

Rio Grande (1950)

Desert landscape framed by the doorway of house. Song:
“What makes a man to wander, what makes a man to roam,
what makes a man to wander, and turn his back on home?”

The Searchers (1956)34

The opening shots of all the films above, except for Rio Grande unite the structural
element of civilization and wilderness, where the cattle, wagon trail and house are
representatives of the former.

Four topographic features of the Great Plains are especially pertinent in creating
an effective backdrop for the Western: its openness, aridity and inhospitability to human
life, extremes of light and climate, and paradoxically, its grandeur and beauty.” The
importance of this paradox is in the capacity that it wields as a source of regenerating
power: the inhospitable but open prairie can be tamed and inhabited through an
extension of the boundaries of civilzation. The thematic conflict between savagery and
civilization generally centres on the visual images of the isolated town, ranch, or fort
surrounded by the vast open grandeur of prairie or desert that is connected to the rest of
civilization via railroad, stagecoach, or trail. Stagecoach exploits these visual resources.

The opening of the film dwells on the visual theme of the restrictive character of town
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life, as a fragile town with rickety false fronts, and dark, crowded interiors.  As the
stagecoach departs on its voyage, this restriction and artificiality is contrasted with the
epic wilderness -- Monument Valley’s topography of a large flat desert between steep
hills embodies a mixture of grandeur and savage hostility. This propensity of the
‘Western setting for strong visual contrasts not only aids the dramatization of the
tripartite division of characters, it dominates the Western pattern of action, and thus the

Western’s film narrative.

The Western Film Narrative: Enigma and Resolution

Janet Staiger’s chapter on the formulation of the classic Hollywood narrative finds the
American classical cinema’s narrative based on compositional unity: a chain of cause and
effect linking separate events, so tightly constructed that no extraneous event could
enter the film’s plot.** Causality and motivation with a pattern of linear determination
and multiple lines of intertwined actions formed the classical narrative model, with
character psychology functioning to initiate and sustain a unified, developing narrative
line. The notion of character psychology in the Western film genre manifests itself in a
cast of fictional characters with certain traits of personality, motivations and desires:
basically, the woman, Indian and cowboy. The classical narrative is organised around a
structure of enigma and resolution, whereby a fictional environment begins with a state
of equilibrium, and suffers a disruption before a new equilibrium is produced at the end
of the story.”” It is through the agency and authority of the hero that a narrative
resolution of the conflict is brought about. The Western, in this narrative aspect, is part

of a generic entity -- the classical Hollywood movie.
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Like the Western setting, the focus of the Western narrative is on the Indian
story or the battle to exterminate Otherness. The Indian War provides the disruption
that the cowboy hero eliminates to restore equilibrium to the narrative structure. It is
appropriate to note at this point that the qualities symbolized by the Indian savage can be
superimposed onto the outlaw, who stands for the same negative values of lawlessness,
a love for violence, and the rejection of civilization for the freedom of the wilderness.
Will Wright provides the structure of the classical plot, which I will list here to present

the basic development of the Western narrative:

1. The hero enters a social group.
. The hero is unknown to society.

. The hero is revealed to have exceptional ability.

HWN

. The society recognizes a difference between themselves and the hero; the hero is given a
special status.

. The society does not completely accept the hero.

. There is a conflict of interest between the villains and society.

. The villains are stronger than society; the society is weak.

. There is a strong friendship or respect between the hero and a villain.

O R 9 O W

. The villains threaten society.

10. The hero avoids involvement in the conflict.
11. The villain endangers a friend of the hero.
12. The hero fights the villains.

13. The hero defeats the villains.

14. The society is safe.

15. The society accepts the hero.

16. The hero loses or gives up his special status.*®

According to Wright, this narrative structure of the classical Western is the prototype

for all Westerns, and the foundation on which variations are built. The ideological
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import of this film narrative is explicit: the Indian or villain presents a problem for the
hero (who articulates the discourse of the dominant group) and must be overcome so
that peace may be restored, security ensured, and civilization perpetuated. The success
of the hero achieves the realization of the American national identity: that of a
democratic polity, an ever-expanding economy, and a phenomenally dynamic and
‘progressive’ civilization.*

The Western formula and film narrative as expressions of the American Myth of
the Frontier, thus served to enunciate the dominant ideology of the American nation.
This formula, already incipient in The Great Train Robbery, remained popular well into
the 1930s when it suffered a sudden and sharp drop during the crisis of the Depression.
The formula of the Western evoked a mythology and ideology linked with the heroic age
of American expansion, and the dream of limitless growth. In 1932-1935, this vision no
longer seemed valid, for the historical catastrophe of the Depression revealed the failure:
of the progressive dream embodied in the Western. Westerns were replaced by other
film genres that spoke directly to the social crisis of the 1930s and entertained the
possibility of such a catastrophe: these were the crime film and the social drama.*

The following chapter focuses on the temporary demise of the Western in the
Depression era. The two film genres that were activated by the depression and replaced
the Western share a common function with the latter as vehicles for a continuously
developing mythology. To a large extent, both genres absorbed the mythic charge of the
Western and applied its mythic material to the concerns and imagery of the Depression,
and the New Deal. However, the myth that surfaced at the level of discourse did not do
so in its entirety, suggesting that cultural verisimilitude neccessitated a modification

beyond the level of its surface structure. The communication of frontier mythology in
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the Gangster movie and the ‘B’ Western manifested a period of negotiation before the

re-emergence of the Western in 1939.
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PART TWO

The Western and Depression America



4 The Depression Era
Progressivism and the Discrediting of the West

Maybe these gangsters will put up a lot of factories and use all the water in our
creeks for power and our trees for paper pulp and our kids to run the machines
for them! Maybe if we pay ’em enough they’ll put up a lot of tall buildings so
we can’t see the sun for the smoke from chimneys! And all the cowboys left in
this country’ll get jobs driving trucks.

Cowboy in Gunsmoke (Paramount, 1931)

The collapse of Wall Street in 1929 ended a period of optimistically uncontrolled
growth, ushering in the Depression and the New Deal! The “Jazz Age” was
characterized by a spectacular increase in consumer spending as the practices of
conspicuous consumption permeated through the social system.vto the lower middle
classes. This economic expansion aided the Coolidge years by a laissez faire approach
to economic regulation under the Republican administrations of the 1920s. The
apparent success of the economic system during the 1920s, especially in the consumer
industries had confirmed the psychology of Frontier dynamics that linked expansion with
a sound economy.” This economic expansion provided a replacement for the expansion
into empty land, abating Turner’s concern for the closing of the frontier.

A component of that psychology was what Francis Jennings has called the

“crusader ideology”, where the “conquerors of America glorified the devastation they
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wrought in visions of righteousness”.> This ideology was applied to the domestic
economy in the decade prior to the Depression. Bruce Barton, a successful journalist
and a leading figure in the advertising industry, was one of many who imagined himself
in terms of frontier heroism. In seeking to demonstrate the links between corporate
business and a liberal Protestant Christianity, Barton appropriated the crusader ideology
from the context of a wilderness environment to a business environment. This is clear

in his rhetoric:

Great progress will be made in the world when we rid ourselves of the idea
that there is a difference between work and religious work. . . .All work is
worship; all useful service prayer. And whoever works wholeheartedly at any
worthy calling is a co-worker with the almighty in the great enterprise which
He has initiated but which He can never finish without the help of men.*
(Barton’s italics)

Barton transformed “business men into ministers of Christ”; the new corporate system of
the 1920s was “not secular but divine”.” This conjoining of business with religion made
it possible to view economic expansion as the equivalent to territorial acquisition. Both
were activities conducted in the interests of Holy Church.

The American Film Industry benefited tremendously from both trends of
increased consumer spending and conspicuous consumption -- Tino Balio calculates that
in 1930, motion-picture attendance reached a then all-time peak of 80 million spectators
a week. The assets of the industry between 1926 and 1930 tripled to reach $1 billion.”
A significant change to the industry was the new sound technology, which led to a
consolidation of the studio system with audience responses at the time providing the

economic rationale for the studios' conversion to sound. The immediate increase in
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profits justified the initial outlay of up to $500 million in capital expenditure required by
the sound conversion.® However, beginning in 1931, the movie business directly
suffered from the effects of the Depression and its associated sense of economic
dislocation. Theatre admissions dropped by more than 12% to 70 million per week in
1931, with the price of theatre tickets falling by 35% to 20 instead of 30 cents per ticket.
The conversion to sound now proved to be an economic hurdle, more than doubling the
original production costs for the silent movies.” The continued investment demanded by
the sound revolution led Fox, Paramount and RKO (Radio- Keith- Orpheum: its
founding in part due to the arrival of sound) into receivership.

The 1930s was also a turningvpoint for the Western -- it saw the bifurcation of
the genre into two sections with differing levels of popularity. The ‘A’ Western suffered
a sudden and precipitous drop in its production, while the ‘B’ Western flourished and
reached its peak of .popularity, arguably providing the economic motive for the
resurgence of the ‘A’ Western in the 1940°s.'° ‘A’ movies in general were made on
budgets averaging $350,000 or more, featuring stars with known box-oﬁiée appeal,
while ‘B’ movies filled the bottom half of the double bill -- an industry practice that was
standardized in 1935 where audiences were promised two films for the price of one.'!
Brian Taves’s “practical multilevel taxonomy” for the ‘B’ film is probably the most
accurate to date; in order of prestige it consists of: (1) major-studio programmers, (2)
major-studio ‘B’s, (3) smaller-company ‘B’s and (4) the quickies of Poverty Row."
The statistics that follow chart the performance of ‘A’ and ‘B’ Westerns in the
Depression era -- they are based on the tables constructed by Ed Buscombe in 7he BFI
Companion to the Western. However, his and Slotkin’s (the latter deriving the statistics

from Buscombe’s tables) definition of what constitutes a ‘B’ film differs from Taves’s
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categories in that both identify movies screened prior to the standardization of the

b

double bill as belonging to the ‘B’ category. Their classification appears to be more

dependent on the criterion of budget and running time; nonetheless the statistics are
useful as a rough illustration of the decline of the ‘A’ features in relation to the ‘B’s."

In 1930 ‘A’ Westerns made up 2.6 percent of all films produced by the seven
major studios, and 21.4 percent of all Westerns. In 1931 these figures dropped to 1.6
percent and 16.7 percent, with both ‘A’ and ‘B’ Westerns continuing to comprise 16-17
percent of all Hollywood films produced by the major studios and independents. In
1932, though the Western share of all Hollywood films rose to 22 percent, ‘A’ Westerns
actually dropped to 0.6 percent of major studio production and 4.7 percent of all
Westerns. The depths of unpopularity were reached in 1934, when no ‘A’ Westerns
were produced. Between 1932 and 1934 Westerns continued to average 17 percent of
all Hollywood productions, but, again, the ‘A’ Western averaged only 0.3 percent of all
major studio productions and 2.4 percent of all Westerns.'

These discrepancies may be explained by the rise of the ‘B’ Westerns, which
were not only marketable but cheap enough for the Poverty Row studios to produce.
After 1931, the seven major studios became sceptical about the market for feature-
length Westerns, and their investment of money and resources for this genre were
directed at lower budget equivalents: of the 1336 Westerns made by all producers
between 1930 and 1941, only 66, or a mere five percent, could be classified as A-
features, with 31 of those A-features falling within the years 1939-1941."* These ‘B’
Westerns appealed to a different section of the American public, cultivating an audience
outside of the metropolitan boundaries defining the patrons of its ‘A’ counterpart. In

general, the B films targeted not the white middle class, but rural, black and immigrant
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groups.’® The lower budget Westerns were also designed to fill the bottom half of the
double bill. In 1935-1936 the attempt made by the studios to revive the Western genre
was assisted by the standardization of the double-bill which increased demand for cheap
fillers which the ‘B’ Westerns (which had a budget of US$50,000 to US$200,000')
were ideally placed to supply.'® The production of Westerns jumped from 59 in 1934 to
106 in 1935 due to the growth of the double-bill, and, through the decade the annual
number of films produced by the Hollywood film industry generally increased.
However, the three ‘A’ Westerns made in 1937 and the four made in 1938 were less

than the five made in 1931."°

Progressivism and the Turner Thesis

Few would disagree that the crisis of the Depression had a direct influence on the
decline of the ‘A’ Western. The reasons given for this decline vary, and though they
ultimately lead to economic considerations, ideological conflicts do come into play. As
a direct expression of Turner’s progressivism and an embodiment of America’s aspirant
culture, the Western’s ideological message was at odds with the waning of optimism that
characterised the Depression years. The mythology of progressivism requires the belief
in pioneering as a defining national mission (a ‘Manifest Destiny’), and envisions the
westward settlements as a refuge from tyranny and corruption, a safety valve for
metropolitan discontents, a land of golden opportunity for enterprising individualists,
and lastly as an inexhaustible reservoir of natural wealth on which future limitless
prosperity could be based.”® The frontiering experience espoused in this mythology is

proclaimed in Turner’s thesis, where it is considered to be a major determinant in the
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shaping of American civilization. The American version of progress was thus
intrinsically associated with territorial expansion.

Prior to the 1930s, Progressives had utilized the frontier hypothesis to rationalize
Theodore Roosevelt’s ideas about the New Nationalism. They held a collective belief
that as the frontier had disappeared a new age was emerging.?! In 1909, Herbert Croly,
a journalist who greatly influenced Roosevelt’s speeches, attempted to develop an
ideology for progressive reform on the basis that economic conditions were profoundly
modified by the passing of the frontier. He prescribed a vast increase in the powers of
federal government to develop economic and social policies to compensate the
disappearance of the frontier.”> Though for some historians the Progressive era extends
back to an earlier date, the Progressive party was launched in 1912, with a platform that
linked the idea of progress with big business, coupled with a belief in the efficiency of
business and the desire to emulate its techniques.”® As a leading expounder of the
businessman’s creed (publishing The Gospel of Wealth in 1900), Andrew Carnegie held
that the methods by which he became a self-made millionaire would have similarly
beneficial results when applied to the fields of humanitarianism and international
relations: this belief was widely shared.* The component of territorial expansion as a
reservoir of wealth translated into an industrial frontier that sought to accommodate the
disappearance of the wilderness. As explained in chapter two of this thesis, the
exchange of an agrarian for an industrial frontier following the failure of the Homestead
Act did not in any way undermine the dynamic of frontier psychology. The new
resource reservoir in the form of precious minerals would offer the same promise of
infinite opportunity to an unlimited population of free men to fulfil their aspirations.*

The Myth of the Frontier as espoused by Turner retained its validity with his Thesis
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embraced by most professional historians in the Progressive era. To some, its validity
was incontestable -- in 1907 Frederic Logan Paxson stated that “within recent years it
has become commonplace in American history that the influence of the frontier is the
one constant to be reckoned with in accounting for the development of American life
during the first century of independent existence”.?

The decade of the 1920s saw a change of mood as the optimism characterizing
the earlier years began to wane. World War I gained for the Americans a more
pronounced sense of their global significance, and the increased pace of industrial and
technological advance led to the diminishing of the role of agriculture in American life.
The transition to an industrial frontier, along with its extolling of Turner, had ironically
been characterized by a deep nostalgia for the agrarian past. These changes shifted the
emphasis to international and urban dimensions. By the end of the 1920s, not only had
the frontier theme been minimized, serious fissures were apparent in the consensus on
the validity of Turner’s Thesis.”” In the wake of the Depression, the progressive myth
contained in Turner’s doctrines was more rigorously questioned. Five competing
hypotheses challenged the central impact of the frontier as an explanation for American
development. These were concerned with economic determinism, psychological
analysis, spiritual influences, and the impact of immigration and cultural values.” The
economic interpretation of history as propounded by Charles A. Beard was persuasive;
he found it “questionable whether even up to that time [1890] the frontier or the whole
agricultural West had exercised a more profound influence on American development
than either the industrialism of the East or the semi-feudal plantation system of the

South.”® More damning was the charge that the frontier thesis had fostered the myth of
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Rugged American Individualism, rather than moulding the democratic character of the

American people and their political institutions. He wrote:

The cold truth is, that individualistic creed of everybody for himself and the
devil take the hindmost is principally responsible for the distress in which
Western civilization finds itself. . . .Turner overemphasizes, in my opinion, the

influence of the frontier economy on the growth of the democratic idea.*

Even Frederick L. Paxon was moved by the Depression to retract his previous claims
championing Turner and endorse instead the theory of class conflict, declaring that the
frontier of 1935 was the social boundary between those who have and those who want.
John C. Almack, an education professor at Stanford University voiced a summary of the

general criticisms directed against Turner:

For thirty years American historical thought has been dominated by the
frontier shibboleth. . .The frontier theory appears to be nothing more than a
diluted type of Marxian determinism; its foundation an unmistakable
materialism, conceiving men as the slaves of forces over which they have little
influence or control. . .All people have had frontiers. . .While the frontier has
been an important factor in American life, it has not been an important agency
of progress. . .The advances which have been made were made in spite of, not

because of, the environment.*!

Almack made this observation in 1925. When the Depression undermined any belief in a
frontier of unlimited opportunity or an infinite resource base, it further stimulated the
criticisms of Turner’s thesis that had begun in the previous decade. The difference with
this post-crash critique of Turner was that at the same time as professional historians

were rejecting his explanation of American progress, movie audiences appeared to be
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rejecting the Westerns that were essentially visual counterparts of Turner’s thesis. This
was registered by the poor reception of the genre at the box-office.

Though the legitimacy of Turner’s thesis was questioned, it did not mean that
-expressions of Frontier mythology declined correspondingly. Michel Foucault’s
‘Repressive Hypothesis® is relevant here for understanding the relationship between
frontier discourse and American history. In his first volume of The History of Sexuality,
Foucault makes the initial observation that the 17® century marked the beginning of an
age of the repression of sexuality, to the extent of extinguishing the words that rendered
it too visibly present.*> He proceeds to qualify this observation in providing evidence for
how in the last three centuries there has been a veritable discursive explosion, with the
codification of a whole rhetoric of allusion and metaphor. There was a steady
proliferation of discourses concerned with sex and a discursive ferment that gathered

momentum from the 18" century onwards, with:

. . .the multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the field of the exercise
of power itself: an institutional incitement to speak about it, and to do so more
and more; a determination on the part of the agencies of power to hear it

spoken about, and to cause it to speak through explicit articulation and

endlessly accumulated detail.

The subversion of Turner’s progressivism and the accompanying demise of the ‘A’
Western in the Depression era is analogous to a repression of sexuality in the sense that
the frontier discourses they contain are too visibly present. The incitement to articulate
frontier discourse is also as forceful because the frontier myth (with notions of rugged
individualism and a hatred of Otherness) is arguably as crucial to American self-

definition as sexuality was to the Victorian of Foucault’s imagination.
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Thus discourses of a mythology ineluctably linked with the heroic age of
American expansionism and the dream of limitless growth might seem inappropriate
after the historical failure of progressivism, but they continued to thrive in less explicit
forms: crime films set in a recent urban past, and cheaper ‘B’ productions which
addressed the changes wrought by urbanization. The crime films (discussed later in
chapter 5) took over the mythographic function of the Western, and also dealt more
explicitly with Depression era problems of prohibition and organized crime. The ‘B’
Westerns (discussed in chapter 6) subdued the rhetoric of frontier expansion with music.
The achievements of these two Depression genres provided a discursive framework of
masked repetition that sustained the central tenets of frontier mythology until 1939,
when it emerged once again in less hidden versions. In economic terms, this generic
shift to differing versions of the same frontier mythology and the appeal to other
audiences (associated with the cheaper ‘B’ productions) were two parts of Hollywood’s
strategy to recoup the losses in profits that it suffered in the Depression years.

The fact of the ‘A’ Western’s eclipse is significant. The following section of this
chapter investigates, within the context of American social and cultural history, the
possible reasons linked to its demise. This eclipse has been attributed in general to the
deepening Depression that reduced theatre audiences, and to three other more specific
reasons: the failures of two big-budget Westerns at the beginning of the 1930s; an
explicit rejection of the progressive interpretation of Turner’s Frontier Thesis in
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal; and the attraction of other genres.* A
consideration of these various factors will lead the discussion into the ideological project
contained in the classic Gangster films and, in a later chapter, the cultural instrumentality

of Gene Autry’s Singing Westerns. The masked repetition of frontier discourse
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manifests the attempt at preserving the utility of the frontier myth as it confronts the

failure of the progressive dream.

I) Costly Disasters : The Big Trail and Cimarron (1930)

With regard to the decline of ‘A’ Westerns during the 1930s, Ed Buscombe offers a
plausible determinant in the box-office returns of the Westerns which were made at the
start of the decade. By 1920 the average expenditure on a feature had risen to
US$60,000, with Paramount productions reaching in excess of US$150,000.* Fox’s
Big Trail (1930) followed in the tradition of James Cruze’s The Covered Wagon (1923)
which signalled an increase in the number of longer and more expensive Westerns.
Slotkin has termed Westerns from 1923-1931 “epic Westerns” due to their scale and
sophistication.®® Cruze’s film was ten reels long when originally released, and at
US$782,000 (about US$8 million in 1988) it was the most expensive Western to date.
Its income from rentals totaled US$3.5 million.” The Covered Wagon thus superseded
its historical precedents in scope and scale: after the success of Cecil B. Demille’s
feature-length Western The Squaw Man (1914) which exceeded US$37,000 and was six
reels in length, William S. Hart made feature-length pictures, and three years later with
John Ford’s first five-reel Western, Straight Shooting (1917), feature-length pictures
were common.”® The significance of The Covered Wagon was that it led directly to a
marked increase (from 1923) onwards in the number of Westerns with bigger budgets,
as most were over six reels in length. The Iron Horse (1924), a Ford ‘Prestige Western’
and Fox’s first epic Western, had a phenomenal budget that catered for 5,000 extras

needing 100 cooks to feed them, and had a running time in excess of 2 hours, overtaking
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the 108 minutes of The Covered Wagon. North of 36 (1924), The Pony Express, The
Vanishing American (1925), and Redskin (1928), commanded similar epic status, along
with Tumbleweeds (1925) which cost US$302,000.

Seven years after The Covered Wagon, The Big Trail had a budget of US$2
million, more than double the amount of the former vﬁlm.” The cost of production was
linked with the intention to launch John Wayne as a star, and the fact that the film was
- one of the first to be made in Grandeur, a 55mm wide-screen colour process so
impressive that the premiere audience cheered and gave the film a standing ovation at its
conclusion. The film was, however, a disaster at the box-office, perhaps because most
viewers would only see the film in standard 35mm black-and-white screen, taking away
its impact. There are also sections of the film where the background noise overpowers
the dialogue of the actors and actresses -- Variety’s 1930 review of the Western labels it
a “noisy Covered Wagon”.*® This occurs at various points in The Big Trail, but most
critically at the beginning, where the sound of moving wagons and horses marrs the
scene where Wayne makes his entrance. Wayne was subsequently condemned to
Poverty Row and ‘B’ Westerns for the rest of the decade. Radio Picture’s (later RKO)
Cimarron was slightly less ambitious, costing the studio an unprecedented
US$1,433,000 to produce (it was filmed in black and white), but despite winning an
Academy Award for Best Picture it lost US$565,000.' Its poor box-office performance
could be attributed to its overtly classic Turnerian frontier-as-safety-valve perspective; a
feature that the film shares with 7he Big Trail.

The Big Trail’s opening is a dedication to “the men and women who planted
civilization in the wilderness and courage in the blood of their children”, establishing the

setting of a gathering of these people “from the North, the South and the East” as “they
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assemble at the bank of the Mississippi for the conquest of the West”. The mise-en-
scéne of the establishing shot consists of a cluster of wagons, and the camera moves in
to focus on one pioneer family, with Zeke (played by Tully Marshall), the father, as the
leader of the Missourians. On his way to the “pow wow” with the leaders of the other
states, Zeke meets Breck Coleman (played by John Wayne), who tells him about a
stretch of land North of Oregon -- “Indian country” -- uninhabited by white men except
for a few trappers. Coleman then denies Zeke’s request for him to lead them to the
valley, as he is on the trail of “a pair of scum”. All the dialogue up to and including this
scene is muffled by the background noise of the movement of wagons and horses, and
dogs barking. The next sequence is of more pioneers who have travelled via boat, and
the other key protagonists make their entrance: Thorpe (Coleman’s antagonist and
rival), Ruth Cameron (Coleman’s love interest) and Gussie (El Brendel providing the
comic relief). As the plot unwinds Coleman discovers that his personal trail will take
him in the same direction as the group of pioneers heading for the valley, and Zeke
employs him as a trail scout. Overcoming rivers, cliffs, an Indian attack and a snow
storm, the “prairie schooners” roll West and finally reach their destination. =~ Thorpe is
killed and Coleman is united with Ruth Cameron.

The portrayal of Indians is surprisingly liberal, a quality that is also reflected in
Cimarron. Wayne’s persona is of a frontier hero who comes from the plains and the
mountains, and lives with the Indians. In the scene where the men are discussing Old
Ben’s untimely demise and blaming the Indians, there is a dissolve to the place and time
of the murder, with Wayne (and an Indian companion) discerning the work of “renegade
whites”. The culprits are later> discovered to be a belligerent “grizzly” Flack, and his

accomplice Lopez (Charles Stevens playing a Mexican). The audience is encouraged to
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perceive these men as the locus of hostility and treachery, while the Indians are regarded
as valuable allies. When Wayne is questioned by some children about whether he had
ever killed an Indian, what follows is a lesson in tolerance such that his later persona in

The Searchers appears to be an exercise in off-casting:

The injuns are my friends, they taught me all I know about the woods, .they
taught me how to follow a trail by watching the leaves, how to cut your mark on
a tree so you won’t get lost in a forest, they taught me how to burrow deep in
the snow so you won'’t freeze to death in the storms, and they taught me how to

make a fire without even a flint. . .

Wayne displays his Indian expertise and affiliation in different parts of the film, at one
point in the trail preventing an Indian attack by recognizing the Cheyennes, riding his
horse in a zigzag fashion as an Indian signal to confer with them, at another using a
Commanche yell, and in being the only white man that the Indians know by name. The
Indians in the film are also played by Native Americans, communicating to the pioneers
via hand gestures, and only expressing hostility towards the end of the film where a
battle proclaims the film’s immense production values. The supremacy of the whites
over the Indians is, however, maintained when Zeke claims that “Injuns have never yet
prevented our breed of men from travelling into the setting sun”.

The depiction of women is less progressive, with mother-in-law jokes as the sole
source of humour, and a female protagonist who is utterly dependent upon the hero.
Women are portrayed as fickle, unpredictable, and irrational -- Ruth Cameron is forced
to change her inappropriate attire at Wayne’s suggestion, and in acting impulsively

nearly gets him wrongfully hanged. Her apology later is self-denigrating and emphasizes
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yet again her inferior status: “Sorry I was so stupid, I should have known better.”
Cimarron’s representation of women is more liberal.
Wesley Ruggles’s film opens with a clear declaration of its theme, the founding

of Oklahoma;

A Nation rising to greatness through the work of men and women. . .new
country opening. . .raw land blossoming. . .crude towns growing into cities. .
territories becoming rich states. . .

In 1889, President Harrison opened the vast Indian Oklahoma Lands for
White settlement. . .2,000,000 acres free for the taking, poor and rich pouring

in, swarming the border, waiting for the starting gun, at noon, April 22™. . .

The film’s hero is Yancey Cravat (played by Richard Dix), a typical frontier hero who
initially settles in Oklahoma but finds himself still stricken by “wanderlust”. After
refusing the appointment of governor, he leaves his wife and children for “newer fields”.
She takes over the running of their paper though retaining his name as editor. Many
years later an incident of heroism occurs in the Osage reservation, where a “drifter”
cushions a torpedo with his chest, sacrificing his life for a group of oil miners.  Yancey
dies in his wife’s arms.

Though Cimarron is an explicit representation of the settling of America, with
the generation of wealth intrinsically tied to the extension of a territorial frontier, it is
surprisingly pro-Indian for its time. This latter factor might also have contributed to its
lack of popularity: Yancey educafes his wife that the derogatory terms “dirty” and
“filthy” should not be attached to Indians but to crooked politicians who double deal to
rob Indians of their land (and oil); he is also approving of his son Cimarron’s marriage to

their hired Indian girl, the children of this mixed marriage later feature, and the subject to
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commemorate the Oklahoma Wigwam’s (the paper that Yancey is the editor of)
anniversary is the acquisition of Indian citizenship. Sabra Cravat (played by Irene
Dunne), Yancey’s wife, becomes a member of Congress, and her involvement in politics
is also lauded in the film. She is praised for what she has done “alone” (i.e. without the
help of a man) and the role of women in politics is seen as a “natural step”. The film’s
ending is mirrored exactly in Anthony Mann’s conclusion of the film (1960), with the
statue of Yancey Cravat in a posture that shows him aiding the progress of the Indian:
he is depicted holding the hand of an Indian and helping him forward.

Mann’s version of Yancey’s frontier adventures and pro-Indian attitudes 30
years later vary only slightly from Wesley Ruggles’s film; if anything, it centres less on
Indian issues and the status of women. Mann’s Cimarron omits the topic of Indian
citizenship and has Sabra Cravat echoing the words of Pegler’s widow: “It isn’t worth it,
I am a woman, where is my man. . .”. Unlike Ruggles’s Sabra she takes no pride in her
achievements and consigns the admiration placed upon her onto her husband. Thus on
the one hand, the rise in wealth via a frontiering experience of the Cravat family, and on
the other, the pro-Indian (and attendant castigation of those who are anti-Indian) and
pro-woman perspectives in Ruggles’s Cimarron could account for the lack of appeal
that it had for audiences of the Western in 1931. This rationale (excluding the pro-
woman representation) also holds for The Big Trail. Variety’s moderately scathing
critique of the film suggests that the frontier adventure is no longer a meaningful or
popular theme -- “the players mean nothing, nor does the story. It’s just the moving
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