THE STRUCTURE OF MYTH &
THE STRUCTURE OF TIE
WESTERN 711V

Jill I right

The Structure of Myth

v myth s a commumication from i society o its members: the social coneepts and atn
tudes determmed by the history and institutions of a socicty are communicated to 1t~
members through its myths. One of the tasks of this study s to examine this assertion
To do so, itis necessary to discover the meaning of a mivih and 1o find out how a myh
commumicates its meanmg, Like any communication, a mvith must be heard (o
viewed) and interpreted correctly; this means that mivth must have a structure, like the
grammar of language, that 1s used and understood automatically and through whicl
meanmng 15 comnunicated. b this chaprer, | shall present a theory of the structure of
myth and discuss how abstract social ideas are established i and communicated by thys
structure.

M discussion will rely o a considerable extent on the structural studies of Claud
Levi=Strauss. n fact, the wdea and mspiration for my study of the Western comes almos
entirely frony his work. 1 hs analvsis of teibal myvihs is primarily responsible for currem
athropological interest i cognitive and structural approaches 1o myvth and ritual. Sine
Famnot agree completely with his ideas on myvth, however, Fwill develop a somewha
different theoretical perspective. Essentially, T will be less concerned with structur
and more concerned with order and communication. Lévi-Strauss demonstrates
exhaustively the evistence of a formal, conceptual structure in tribal myihs for the
purpose of proving that this structure is inherent m the human mind.

My omterest, bowever, is not to reveal a mental structure but 1o show how the
myths of a society, through therr structure, communicate a conceptual order to the
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members of that society; that is, I want to establish that a myth orders the everyday
experiences of its hearers (or viewers) and communicates this order through a formal
sructure that is understood like language. Thus, there is an important difference
of emphasis between the concerns of my study and those of Lévi-Strauss. Lévi-
Strauss wants to discover the meaning of a myth in order to exhibit its mental structure,
while I want to exhibit the structure of a myth in order to discover its social meaning.
{...] To do this, to relate myth to the ordinary responsibilities of people who act
and must understand their actions, we need a theory that attempts to explain the
interaction between symbolic structures and the possibility of human action. For such
s theory, we can turn brietly to the literary analysis of Kenneth Burke, who suggests that
certain basic aspects of human communication are determined by the use of symbols.

(... ]

Burke interprets the characters of a narrative as representing social types acting out a
drama of social order. In this way, interaction — such as conflict or sexual attraction
- is never simply interaction between individuals but always involves the social
principles that the characters represent. Thus, a fight in a narrative would not simply

“be a contlict of men but a contlict of principles — good versus evil, rich versus poor,

black versus white.
This interpretation of narrative seems particularly appropriate to myths, and 1
will adopt it as a working hypothesis for my analysis of the Western. However, Burke’s

~amalysis is essentially literary, since he presents no systematic method for discovering

the ideas of social classification and order inherent in narrative works. [ . . . ] Lévi-Strauss,
on the other hand, utilizes a well-thought-out method of analysis and offers a
remarkable amount of data to support the validity of his method. Therefore, an adroit
merger of the theoretical insights of Burke with the methodological suggestions of
Lévi-Strauss might provide an appropriate framework for an analysis of myth and
social action.

Lévi-Strauss’s method is to look for the structure of myth in terms of binary opposi-
tions. An image of something (a man, say) is structurally opposed in a myth to an 1mage
of something else (a jaguar, say). In this way the sensible differences between things
(like man/not like man) become symbols of conceptual differences (culture/ nature).
An image of a character (man) in a myth does not come to represent a concept
(culture) because of any inherent properties of the image, but only because of the dif-
ferences between it and the image or character (jaguar) it is opposed to.

[According to Ferdinand de Saussure] — ‘concepts are . . . defined . . . negatively by their
relations with other terms of the system. Their most precise characteristic is in being
what others are not’. The word ‘jaguar’, for example, has meaning because it separates
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those things that are jaguars from those things that are not. ‘Thus, every symbol divides
the world into two sets, those things it does refer to and those things it does net.
Distinguishing jaguars from everything else does not tell us much about jaguars, how-
ever. It we distinguished them from all other animals, or even from all wild animals,
we would know a great deal more about jaguars; that is, the domain that a symbol divides
influences the meaning of the symbol.

Similarly, when an image of a thing becomes a symbol, we know more about what 1t
does mean if we know exactly what it does not mean. This is because the symbohe
meaning created by an assumed dichotomy of images is determined only by the dit
ferences in the images; their similarities are irrelevant. When a man 1s contrasted to 4
jaguar in a myth, this can represent humanity as opposed to animality, culture as opposed
to nature. The symbolism is derived from their ditferences. As things, they have many
similarities — alive, carnivorous, carth-bound — but these are unimportant mn a bimary
structure of meaning. Clearly, if the jaguar were opposed to an eagle instead of a man,
it would no longer represent nature but probably carth as opposed to sky, or perhajpm
even humanity as opposed to gods. T'he important point is that if a man, a jaguar, and
an cagle were contrasted in a tertiary structure, the meaning of cach image would be
far less obvious and general. In this case, an understanding of the symbolism would
require much more knowledge of the particular qualities of cach character involved.
Specifically, it would require the interpreter to recognize the similarities as well as the
differences between the characters, since for an image to be a symbol its meaning must
be unique. 'This means, of course, that when three or more characters are structuralty
opposed, their svmbolic reference becomes more restricted and obscure because of the
fine distinctions required; thus, their interpretation becomes more ditficult. On the other
hand, when two characters are opposed in a binary structure, their symbolic meaning
is virtually forced to be both general and casily accessible because of the simplicity of
the differences between them.

This explains the prominence of binary structure in myths. In literary works by
individual artists — such as novels or dramas — the desire 1s usually for complex,
realistic characters in situations that challenge social attitudes. For this purpose,
a binary structure is not appropriate. But myth depends on simple and recognizable
meanings which reinforce rather than challenge social understanding. For this purpose,
a structure of oppositions is necessary. The Western is structured this way, and, as we
shall see, it presents a symbolically simple but remarkably deep conceptualization of
American social beliefs.

Of course, more than two characters can appear in a myth. But when three or more char
acters do appear, they appear as contrasting pairs, not as coequal representatives of
alternative positions. In the classical Western, a typical cast would include a wander-
ing gunfighter, a group of homesteaders, and a rancher. Instead of representing
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cquatly valid, conflicting life-styles, these characters would be presented as pairs of
sppositions with cach pair having a different meaning. The gunfighter is opposed to the
homesteaders, a contrast representing individual independence versus social domesticity.
i he rancher, who is settled and domestic like the farmers, is opposed to them, but on
mother level or axis: the farmers represent progress and communal values in opposi-
non to the rancher’s selfish, monetary values — a contrast between good and bad. In
(his way, the generality of the binary structure is maintained, while the possibility for
tather complicated svmbolic action is created. Fach two characters are identified on
ane axis and contrasted on another; this structure permits interaction between social
tvpes and resolutions of contlicts between social principles but prohibits the more real-
mtic and tragic situation of all three characters being equally good, equally domestic,
md equally opposed.

In this study, then, Ewill examine the basic oppositions of characters in the Western
i order 1o make explicit the coneeptual reference inherent in this structure. This ana-
bais, however, will only tell us what the characters mean; it will not tell us what they
fo. The opposition of characters creates the conceptual image of soctal types; but to
anderstand how my th presents a model of appropriate social action between these types,
we must know what they do, how they act. This is the narrative dimension ot the myth,

or the story.

Now social action requires interaction, and mteraction takes place in the story of a my thy
not in the structure of oppositions. Thus, in order to fully understand the social mean-
mg of a mvth, itis necessary to analyze not only its binary structure but its narrative
sructure - the progression ot events and the resolution of conflicts. "The narrative
sructure tells us what the characters do, and unless we know what thev do, we can
never know what they mean to people who not only think but act.

iy method of narrative analysis will be to reduce the stories ina set of simitar fitms
to a single list of shared functions. These functions will be one-sentence statements
that deseribe either a single action or a single attribute of a character. Thus, for
cvample, the statement “Fhe hero fights the villains” would be a function, while the
statement VFhe hero fights and defeats the villains” would not be. Similarly, “T'he hero
is unhnown to the society” would be a function, but “The hero is unknown and a
sunfighter’ would not. The characters whose actions and attributes are described by these
functions are generic, not specific — that is, the functions do not refer to particular heroes,
wuch as Shane or the Ringo Kid, but to the role of the hero as a character i atl the
stories. Aso. the character referred to by the functions need not be only one individual.
The generalized character in a function can be, and often is, a group of characters
i a titm, all of whom share a single meaning in an opposition. Thus, a function
will refer to *the villains® or “the society” as a single character with respect to structural

action.
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This method of narrative analysis is a liberalized version of a method originated by
Vladimir Propp for the analysis of Russian folk tales. His tales were much simpler than

the Western, and he restricted his functions to descriptions of actions, whereas I have

included attributes; moreover, his tales were folk, popularized and standardized by many
retellings, whereas my tales are films — stories based on a social myth, but created by

specific individuals for popular acceptance and never changed or standardized by

public retelling. From a study of folk tales, Propp showed that the functions that char-

acterize a set of stories occur in a rigid, unchangeable order; in each tale every function
— that is, every action — must appear in exactly the same sequence. But this approach -

is unnecessarily restricting, for it is easy to recognize a set of essentially similar stories.

with slightly differing orders of events. The order of the functions that characterize a -

Western plot will not always correspond exactly to the order of events in a particular
film; in fact, some functions, such as “The hero fights the villains’, may occur more
than once in some films.

The Structure of the Western Film

The Classical Plot

The classical Western is the prototype of all Westerns, the one people think of when
they say, ‘All Westerns are alike.” It is the story of the lone stranger who rides into a
troubled town and cleans it up, winning the respect of the townsfolk and the love of
the schoolmarm. There are many variations on this theme, which saturate Western films
from 1930 to 1955, from Cimarron and the saving of Oklahoma to Vera Cruz and the
saving of Mexico. The classical plot defines the genre: [...] the other plots —
vengeance, transition, professional — are all built upon its symbolic foundation and
depend upon this foundation for their meaning.

[...]

Shane

Shane is the classic of the classic Westerns. It was directed by George Stevens from a
screenplay by A.B. Guthrie, Jr, based on the novel by Jack Schaefer. It was filmed in
the Jackson Hole Valley, which is framed by the magnificent Grand Teton Mountains.
In this film, Alan Ladd stars as Shane, Van Heflin as Starrett, Jean Arthur as Marion,
Brandon de Wilde as Joey, and Jack Palance as Jack Wilson.

The story begins with Shane riding out of the mountains into a beautiful valley. He
asks for water at the farm of Joe and Marion Starrett, who are friendly at first but then
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hostile, telting Shane to leave at gunpoint, as the Rikers ride up. Shane leaves and the
Rikers arrive to tell Starrett to get off the land or be driven off. They have a ranch,
amd they need all the land for cattle. Starrett 1s indignant but unnerved, when Shane
cuddenhy reappears and announces (o the Rikers that he s a friend of Joe Starrett’s,
Ile s wearing a gun, and now the Riker brothers and their men are confused. After a
final warnimg, they leave, Shane is invited for dinner, and after becoming friendly with
the family, he is given a job on the tarm.

The nest day, Shane rides into the small town for supplies, is insultted m the saloon
by ane of Riker's cowboys, and backs down, avording a fight. That night, the seven or
cight farmers i the valley gather at Starrett’s to plan strategy aganst Riker. Shane s
introduced, but one of the tarmers accuses him ot cowardice and Shane leaves the meet-
ing. Sunday, all the farmers go to town together for strength, and Shane intentionaliy
enters the saloon. Te is insulted agaim, but this tme he fights and deteats a cowboy
named Chris. Riker ofters him a job, he refuses, and all the cowbovs i the saloon attack
him. Starrett comes 1o his aid, and together they defeat the conboys, Riker, i anger,
sends for a gunhighter.

T'he guntighter Wilson arrives in town, and Shane recognizes lam as a fast draw.
Riker once more tries to buy out Starrett, but the farmer refuses. The next day, Wilson
torces one of the farmers mto a gunfight and kills bime. FPhe followime day, Riker burns
one of the farms. At this point, the farmers are ready to teave the valley mdeteat, but
Starrett comvinees them to stay one more dav. He decides 1o go to town and kill Riker,
and Riker sends tor him to alk. Maron, Starretts wite, pleads with him not to go and
asks Shane to persuade him not to, but Shance refuses to tertere and goces to the barn.
In the barn Chris, who has had a change of sympathy, tells Shane that Starrett 1s head-
my into a trap. Shane puts on his gun, tells Starrett he s gomg to town, and advises
the farmer to stay home. \When Starrett reluses, they fight and Shane knocks him
out. \fter saving goodbye to Marton, tor whom he has a romante attraction, which
she shares, Shane rides to town. "There, in the saloon, he beats Wilson o the draw and
Kills him. "Then he kills the two Riker brothers. Wounded, he nides out ot the valley for
ever, into the dark mountams, while little Joev Starrett shouts atier him to “come hack.’

I will now attempt to extract from these stories | Wright has given plot summaries of
tour other classicat Westerns, Dodee Crty, Canyon Passace, Duel e the Sun, The Far
Country| a list of functions that describe common actions and situations. This list will
characterize these tive ilms as well as the other classical Westerns on the list. Not all
the functions will apphy to all the films; most of them will, but a few, as we will see,
may be optional. More importantly, the functions need not oceur in the stories in exactly
the order in which T will hist them. Some occur more than once i certain films and
in difterent places in the narrative | | ... | Iach flm s the story of a hero who s
somehow estranged from his society but on whose ability rests the fate of that society,
The villains threaten the society until the hero acts to protect and save 1it. Thus, for
analysis, we can reduce cach story to three sets of characters: the hero, the society, and
the vitlains. This is possible because cach of the fatter groups 1s unditferentiated - that
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is, the members of society always share common interests and have no internal
conflicts, and the villains always share common interests and have no internal conflicts,
except over money. Each group of characters, then, acts essentially as one with respect
to the other group or the hero, and therefore we need only consider these three basic
characters for a general description of the action. i

In each film the story opens with the hero coming into a social group, a ﬂedglim:‘

society consisting of families and elderly people with a settled, domestic life. In Shane,
the hero rides into the valley and meets the farmers — specifically Starrett, his wife and
son {.][ ... ] Thus, our first function can be:

L. The hero enters a social group.

In each film the hero is a stranger to this society. Shane is so much a stranger that he:

has no last name and no past. [ . .. |
2. The hero is unknown to the society.

In three of the five films, the town discovers that the new arrival is a skilled gunfighter.

Shane gives himself away when he twice reaches suddenly for his gun in reaction to.
unexpected noises after he arrives at the peaceful Starrett farm. Later, in a scene that

is not mentioned in my summary, he demonstrates his fast draw and accuracy while
giving Joey, Starrett’s son, a shooting lesson. Finally he proves his ability in the
climactic gunfight. [ . . . ]

3. The hero is revealed to have an exceptional ability.

As a consequence of this ability, the society recognizes the hero as a special and dif-
ferent kind of person. Shane, after revealing himself as a gunfighter, is first suspected
by Starrett; then, after he confronts Riker, he is respected by Starrett, admired by Marion,
and worshipped by Joey. He is thought to be different by the other farmers — some
suspect him of being a gunfighter — because he is the only man in the entire valley
without an understandable reason for being there. He is not a farmer, but he is farm-
ing. He does not want land, and he refuses an offer from Riker for much better money.
Thus, he is an enigma, who is given a special standing in the community. | . . . |

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

a special status.

Another consequence of the hero’s ability — or, to be exact, of the recognition of
that ability by society — is that society does not fully accept the hero. Shane is imme-
diately distrusted by Starrett, and then later, when he tries to avoid a fight, he is accused
of being a coward by the farmers. When he tries to rehabilitate himself by picking a
tight, the farmers are upset by the fight and try to ignore it, mumbling ‘“This is bad,
this is bad.” Even Marion, after Joey’s shooting lesson and Shane’s attempt to explain
to her that a gun is just like any other tool, tells him, “This valley would be better
off if there were no more guns left in it, including yours.” This means Shane himself,
so, as his expression tells us, he is chastened and ashamed. Joey, who is Shane’s
strongest defender, turns on him and exclaims, ‘I hate vou,” when Shane uses his
gun to knock out the boy’s father. Perhaps the strongest indication in any classical
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Western of the society’s nonacceptance of the hero comes when Shane and Starrett
hght [ .. ]
5. The society does not completely accept the hero.

fn cach film there is a conflict between society and the villains, the
bad guys. In Shane, Riker wants the land for cattle and the

6. There is a conflict of interests between the villains and the soctety.

good guys and the
tarmers want it for farms.

In this contlict the villains always prove themselves to be far more capable of winning.
Riker is an old Indian-fighter, his men are cowboys, and Wilson, his hired gun, is a
professional killer. Their opponents, the farmers, are middle-aged men and women who
are unfamiliar with guns and afraid of violence 10

7. The villains are stronger than the sociely: the society is weak.

Function 8 is another one that appears in only some Westerns. [ ... | It states that the
hero and the villain have a strong friendship or mutual respect. [ ... ]
8. There is a strong Sriendship or respect hetween the hero and a villain,

Because the villains are stronger, they endanger the existence of society. Riker kills one
farmer, drives another off, and almost succeeds in forcing all of them out of the vallev

9. The willuins threaten the society.

Functions 10 and 11 are, again, like 2 and 8, optional. They state th
10 stay out of the ight between the villains and soctety and only decides to join in when
a friend ot his is endangered. | . . | Shane does not fight for Starrett, or even put on
his guns, untl Chris warns him of a trap. | ... |

YO. The hero avouds involvement in the conflict.

VY The willains endanger a friend of the hero.

at the hero tries

The next two functions are obviousty required: the hero fights and defeats the villains.
What is interesting, however, and needs a little documentation, is the fact that the hero
always fights alone, without help from the society. Shane rides to town
three men, leaving the farmers at home [1] ...

V2. The hero fighis the villains.

13. The hero defeats the villains,

alone to face

After the fight, the society is safe. Shane wins the vallev for the farmers. As he tells

Joey after he kills Wilson and the Rikers, ‘Ride on home to vour mother and tell her

- tell her evervthing’s all right, that there are no more guns in the vallev.” | .. | |
W The socrety is sufe.

After the tight, or after the hero decides to make the fight, society finally accepts him.
[ ... | Shane leaves the valley after the fight, thus avoiding the probable gratitude and
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acceptance of the farmers. Fe tells Joey, who begs him to stay, that he is leaving because
‘there is no living with a killing’, but we know, from Starrett’s comments about his wife
and Shane as well as from their tender and restrained parting, that Shane is really leay-
ing becaase of the love that has grown between him and his friend’s wife, a love that
is only indicated after he has put on his guns and decided to fight Riker. | .. .|

V5. The soctety accepts the hero.

Our last function describes the hero losing in some way the special status he has had
in the society. What this means is that he is no longer cither willing or able to take the
role of special person that was conferred because of his unique ability. Shane leaves,
relinquishing his newly acquired position as the deadliest man in the valley. There s
no law for a hundred miles, and he could, of course, stayv in the valley and maximize
the rewards of his power and the farmers” gratitude; but he gives up his status as gunhghter
and savior and chooses instead the dark night and the cold mountains. | ... ]

It

he will inevitably lose his special status. This ending - the hero marrving and settling

the society | no longer needs his special ability, and thus whether he stays or goes,

in the now peaceful community, becoming just like everybody else — is the most common
ending throughout the classical Western, though not among the five we have discussed.
V6. The hero loses or aives up s special stalus.

"T'his completes the functions for the classical plot, which T will list here tor convenience

. The hero enters a soctal group.

2. T'he hero is unknown to the society.

3. T'he hero is revealed to have an exceptional abihiry.

4. 'The society recognizes a difference between themselves and the hero; the hero s
utven a special status.

=

. 'The society does not completely accept the hero.

. There is a conflict of interests between the villains and the societs.
7. 'The villains are stronger than the society; the society is weak.

8. I'here is a strong friendship or respect between the hero and a villain,
4. The villains threaten the society.

10. The hero avoids involvement in the contlict.

11. The villains endanger a friend of the hero.

12. The hero fights the villains.

13. The hero defeats the villains,

14. 'The society 1s safe.

3. T'he society accepts the hero.

16. 'The hero loses or gives up his special status.

These sixteen functions describe the narrative structure of the classical Western, which
presents a dramatic model of communication and action between characters who
represent different types of people inherent in our conceptualization of society. The
characters who symbolize these social types are the heroes, the villains, and the society.
We can make explicit the conceptual or classificatory meanings of these characters by
revealing the oppositional structure of the Western myth; we must understand how the
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Drerent characters are different, what their recurring or defining points of conflictand
f[!|w)>ili()n dre.

Fhe code, in which these basic social concepts are represented by the characters,
Sl vary from plot to plotin the classical plot, probably because 1t s the prototype,
he
L characters, there are also three basic oppositions, cach differentiating between at teast

characters are vivid and their meanings clear. Just as there are three distinet sets

v of the characters, plus a tourth opposition that is Tess important structurallv and
11 be treated separatels. Perhaps the most important opposition is that separating the
Lero from the socicty, the opposition between those who are outside sociciy and those
sho are inside society. This mside/outside contrast is fairly rigorous moits Ooping of
dre hero and the society, but it s rather rebaved i its treatment of the villams, who
ey as we shall see, sometimes inside and sometimes outside. A scecond opposition 1s
Har between good and bad, a dichotomy that separates the socicts and (he hero from
he villains, Ulvird, there is the clear distinetion between the strong and the weak, which
fistinguishes the hero and the villains from the society. The fourthy oppositon primarihy
Cantrasts the hero with cversbody else and is perhaps the tpreally: Ymerican aspedt
L the Western the opposition between wilderness and envilizations the OPPOSTHON 15
silar 1o the msideZoutside contrast, but not identical. Phe villains may be outside

A society but are alwavs seen as part of avilization.

Fhe inside/Zoutside opposition is coded at one level i Shane as m most classical Westerns,
divouzh the contrast ot wanderime, unsertled hife with domestie, established Tite, The
Sl beeins as Shane rides out of the mountains and across the valley mseenes that are
Crosseut with views of the Starrett farmy, s garden, fences, cows, smoke is risimyg from
the chimney as Joey plavs, Marion cooks, and Starrete cuts down a tree, Shane rides
ap to the farm and mmediately tells Starrete, *1 JidnCeapect to see any tenees around
here Then, 1 minute or tno later, 10 been a long tme sinee Pye seema Jersey cow”
Shane is alone  he has no family, no friends, and 1o tes. When he is having dinner
with the Starretts, using “the good plates, an extra fork’, Starrett savs, T wouldnn ash
vou where vou re bound [ and Shane replies, *One place or another, someplace Pve neser
Geen. Then, as though to make the point absolutely clear, Starrett comments, “Well,
I know one thing, The onls way they Tt get me oat ol here s ima pine oo oo Wehve
st our roots down heveo .o 10s the fivst real home wehe ever had.”

This hind of coding can be observed throughout the ilme FPhe other farmers also
fave Gamilics, children, possessions; and they seem to distrust Shane for this reason
he's got nothing 1o lose; he doesn™c ficin their world. Vit the end of the fitm, Shane
rides back into the mountains alone. The same opposition is coded at other Tevels
Shane has no last name; he grows nervous and jumpy at ordinary domestic sounds,
L oplwing child or o wandering calfy he wears buchskins, clothing that wdennfies
him with the wilds and is worn by no one clse i the filme When he first appears m
buckshins, Starrett distrusts him, and afterward Shane changes into farming clothes,
symbolicallv attempting to join societys but w hen he again dons his buckshins, Starrett
immediately starts a fight with him, indicating agam their basic ditference.
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‘The Riker brothers and Wilson are somewhat indeterminate on this opposition, vet
clearly more inside than outside. They obviously do not share the values of the farmers;
but if we agree to leave values for the good/bad opposition, then these villains are
mostly inside society. The Rikers are ranchers — settled, with large amounts of L
and cattle, and with important social responsibilities (an army contract, many hired hands,
and so on). Rufus Riker, the owner and leader, is old and grizzled; he was fighting Indians
when Starrett was a child. There is in Shane a sort of mini-opposition between the old

society and the new society; but for our purposes the Rikers, old or new, are more iden<

tified with society than not. Wilson, like Shane, is a wandering gunfighter and thus

could also be identified as completely outside the society. That he is not serves to
reinforce the split between Shane and the society. Wilson is from Cheyenne, which,

together with his last name, gives him more of a background and a home than the hero
has; he comes to town wearing a black hat, a black, buttoned-down vest, a striped shirt,
and black armbands, looking exactly like a gambler from the city who is out of place
in the wilds of the isolated valley. '

[n the classical Western, the good/bad opposition repeats some of the social imagery
of the inside/outside dichotomy; but since it is aimed more specifically at the differ-
ence between the society and the villains, it is more explicitly concerned with values.
‘The opposition of good versus bad does not depend entirely upon a difference of values;
the existence of a second coding of the distinction between good and bad will become
important in the analysis of the professional plot, when the difference in values has
virtually disappeared. But the explicit coding of good and bad is between the social,
progressive values of the members of society versus the selfish, money values of the
villains. The decent citizens are committed to taming the land, raising families, and
bringing churches, schools, business, and law to the West, a commitment repeated in
virtually every classical Western. ‘The villains, however, are committed to personal gain
by any means and at any cost, usually at the cost of progress, decency, and law. In Shane,
the conflict is not between ranching and farming but between community progress and
individual exploitation of the land. This is most clearly stated in a discussion that takes
place after the burial of Torrey, the farmer killed by Wilson. Two of the farmers, Howells
and Lewis, have given up and are about to leave the valley. When Starrett tells them
they should stay, Howells asks ‘What for?’

[Wright then quotes an exchange between Starrett, Lewis and Shane:

Starrett informs Lewis that this is a settled community, a town with churches and a
school. Lewis adds that it also has graveyards.

Shane then intervenes to suggest that they should stay for the sake of the happiness of
their families and for the community they are building; they should not walk away from
these opportunities.

Starrett then adds t
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starrett then adds that there is too much here to give up. They must stand up to Ruff
Riker, adding that *God didn’t make all this country just for one man like Riker’. Lewis
remains unconvinced: ‘He’s got 1t though, and that’s what counts.’}

T'his states the conflict clearly: the farmers want community, Riker wants domina-
tion and money.

The second coding of the good/bad opposition 1s more subtle and perhaps even more
important than that of social as opposed to selfish values. This coding, which ditfer-
entiates those people who are kind and pleasant to others from those people who are not,
separates the villiins from the society, and it makes it possible for the hero, who s not
abviously committed to churches and schools, to be considered as good. When Shane
first rides up to the Starrett farm, he 1s friendly and pleasant to Starrett; he goes out
of his wav to speak kindly to the bov: and later, he compliments Marion on ‘an ele-
sant dinner’. On many other occasions — at the farmers’ meeting, at the dance, at the
store ~ Shane is seen to be friendly and nice. Similarly, the farmers and their wives
never quarrel, say nice things to each other, and are often seen visiting one another
and making small talk. The villains are never nice or friendly to anvone. Thev don’t
quarrel among themselves, but they are alwavs complaining, bragging, threatening, or
insulting someone. They seem to have and need no friends, they never relax, and they
never give or receive human comtort. Wilson, in particular, onlv speaks to be sinister;
his fixed, evil smile makes him a caricature of inhumanity.

"This nice/not nice coding 1s true throughout the classical Western., Western villains,
it scems, can only be cruel, unpleasant, or sly, never friendly and charming. Once in a
while, as i Bend of the River or Tera Cruz, the villain starts out friendly and nice,
but this alwavs proves to be deceit and manipulation, not real kindness. Usually, the
villaing begin and end mean and nasty | ... ] in the classical Western, no villains are
sympathetic and no heroes or members of society are unsvmpathetic, a fact that 1s
due 1o this nice/not nice coding of the good/bad opposition. This coding 1s not
derived from the social values versus selfish values distinction but s simply added to
it, making it possible for the hero to be on the good side of an opposition even after
the distinction in values has been lost.

A third opposition, between the strong and the weak, contrasts both the hero and
the villains with the soctety. The hero is a gunfhghter; he possesses some special abil-
v that makes him capable of defending himself. Similarly, the villains are strong, in
numbers as well as in highting abilitv. The society 1s remarkably weak. They seldom
carry guns and have no fighting skill. "Though they are usually numerous, theyv never
combine into a Aghting group to defend their homes and families. To make their weak-
ness as convineing as possible, the soctal group rarelv contains voung, healthy men;
typically, the settlers or citizens consist of women, children, and elderly, middle-aged,
plump or comic men.

The farmers in Shane are unusually voung and healthy, but they are virtually help-
less in the face of violence. They continually complain that the only law is three davs’
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ride away, A hen one of their neighbors decides to leave after having his crops rutnce
his fenees cut, his anmuals shot, and s fanuly scared 1o death, their only respon
is (o wish him luck and have a pienie. Later, when another neighbor has been opent
niardered by Wilson, their onhy thought 1s to get out as Tast as possible. Shane ol
them they should have nerve enough 1o ficht for the valley, but they never get the
nerve, Starrett comvinees them to stay after they show a hittde anger ac Riker’s burnine
onc of the abandoned Tarms, vet thar disarray and weakness s shown i the ensune

hiscussion.

IWright then quotes the discussion between Howells, Johnson, Starrert, Shirpstead andd
VMarton:

Howells warns that Riker has the poser to burn more larms, Joluson counsels tha

they shoudd stand frm against das chreat.

Howells responds that dome so will bring ondy one outcome, more death and destru
ton. Starrete pomts owt that the Taw as only dhiree davs” ride avway. This s not seen o

1 solution,

VL the men, with the exception of Starrett, cannot see a solution other than defear Ty

Riker In the face of this deteatism, Starrett resolves o contront Riker |

O all the frmers, onhy Starrett shows some nerve, s just assumed that he's gome
(o do therr iiehtmg: no one oficrs 1o help home But, as Marion savs, he's aking on oo
muach. This s made clewr when Riker and s men fiest eide up 1o his farm. Starretr,
toecther with Tus wrie and chifd, stands wid his son’s cun whieh turns oul to be
unloaded  detending his cabing Moroan, Riker’s brother, crms and ashs sarcastically
I Starrett’s expecnng trouble. Ve this, Stareett grmnces, looks embarrassed, drop:
Bis eves, and lowers his gun Then, pust as Riker s elling the Tarmer that be could
cun- blast himy off his land right now, Shance appears beside Starvett wearing a cun. Now,
i has steely eved presence, the Rikers are confused and unsare, They ride off) leaving
onhy threats. At the end of the il as Starrett prepares (o ride 1o town 1o kil Riker,
Shane  once agam m buckshins and wearme g cun stops lom, saving, “Viavhe vou're
4 match for Riker, mayvbe not. Buc voure no mateh for Wilson”

Shane, Wilson, and the Rikers are clearly strong. Shane s tvped carly e the (il
as a gunfighter by as quickness to draw at any unevpected sound. Tle beats up Chris
andd then holds Tus own against an enure salooniul ol cowbovs: fater, he demon-
strates his speed and accuracy with a cun during Joev's shootme lesson; and ially,
he rides done 1o town to heht Tor the farmers, "The Rikers are strong because they
have the numbers, highting backeround, and Wilson, a hired canfighier whom even the
farmers have heard of and who, Shane tells us twiee, s fast fast on the draw ™ Inoone
mteresting scene, Wilson and Shane study cach other o che moonlight, saving noth-
mg but sceming to civele one another ke cqualiy shilled foes preparing for the Ml
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The fourth basic opposition of the Western myth is that between the wilderness
wnd civilization. The difference between this opposition and the inside society/outside
society distinction will become clear if by society we mean having roots, an occupa-
tion, and responsibilitics, while by civilization we mean a concern with the money, tools,
and products of American culture. The Indians become an easy test, for, as in Broken
Arrow, they would typically be inside society (their own) but outside of civilization.
The wilderness/civilization contrast is not as central as the other oppositions, and 1t
is sometimes, though rarely, only vaguely present or missing altogether. But itois
important because it serves to separate the hero from every other character. The hero
is the only character who is both good and strong, and this fourth opposition explains
how he alone can be this way. It is because he is assoctated with the wilderness, while
al other characters — good or bad, weak or strong, inside or outstde society — are as50-
ciated with civilization. This identification with the wilderness can be established in
various ways, through purely visual imagery or an explanation of his background — his
life as a trapper or association with the Indians — or through the dramatization of his
knowledge of the land and wildlife; the minimal requirement for the hero is that he
belongs to the West and has no association with the Fast, with education and culture.
The Fast is always associated with weakness, cowardice, selfishness, or arrogance. The
Western hero is felt to be good and strong because he is involved with the pure
nd noble wilderness, not with the contaminating civilization of the EFast. Large-scale,
interesting Westerns, such as The Big Country, have been financial disasters perhaps
hecause they have made the error (with respect to the myth) of making the hero an
castern dude.

The east—west polarity in Shane is tacit, since no one is from the East, and Shane’s
identification with the wilderness is entirely visual. As the film opens, he is seen rid-
ing down from the mountains and then as a tiny speck against the immense wilderness
of the valley. Again, at the end of the film, he rides directly into the rugged, snow-
capped Teton Mountains, even though that is obviously not the way to leave the valley,
o that once more he is visualized as at one with the vast wilderness. In tact, he 1s
the only character ever filmed alone against the spectacular mountains, just as he 1s the
only character to wear buckskins, a clothing style that clearly assoctates him with the
wilderness. The Teton Mountains are used visually in Shane to reinforce an associ-
ation of the wilderness with strength and goodness; this is done by never letting the
mountains be seen at the same time as the villains and by always using the same moun-
tains as background when Shane is with the farmers. This device is carried to such
lengths that, when Shane and Starrett go to town from the farm, they go down the
road that faces the mountains; but when the Rikers and Wilson come trom the same
town to the same farm, they arrive from the opposite direction, thus avoiding being
seen against the mountains. In one moonlight scene, the snow-capped tips of the Tetons
glow like a halo dircctly over the heads of the three Starretts and Shane. In another
instance, when the farmers, the Rikers, or Wilson arrive in the town, the mountains
are not seen: the town is filmed from the wrong angle or the saloon is simply seen
in close-up, filling the screen. But the two times when Shane goes to town alone —
particularly the last time, when he goes to destroy the villains — the town is filmed with
the mountains towering over the saloon, as though they were about to crush and devour
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it. In this way Shane is strongly identified with the wilderness, while the others arg¢
associated with such artifacts of civilization as farms, buckboards, saloons, and stores.

These four oppositions — inside society/outside society, good/bad, strong/weak, and
wilderness/ civilization — comprise the basic classifications of people in the Western myth,
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