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from a genetic quirk, and for whom heroism was a burden that did not come naturally.
The same was true for Spiderman, my other favorite in my teenage years. Spiderman
was a hero because he believed that having a super power made him responsible for using

warfare, the strong conquering the weak, has been the norm at the level of the natio

o
4]
€
)
&
89

since these political formations were created several centuries ago, and shows no signs of
slowing down.

This study represents the culmination of that fascination with “great power and
great responsibility” that began all those years ago. Instead of dismissing comic books,
found in them a set of values and assumptions that are shared, at least tacitly, by the large
number of people who read comic books or watch movies or television shows that feature
comic book superheroes. Until recently, historical scholarship had dismissed the
superheroes, their cousins in the so-called “boys’ adventure stories,” and Hollywood
vigilantes as pure escapism, worthless or trivial entertainment with no redeeming value.

o much of the heroic literature produced these days is dismissed with the label
“escapist.” This is true, up to 2 point. A good comic, fantasy novel, movie, or television
show can lift us outside of our mundane existence for a while. J R.R. Telkien pointed out
that escape need not have the negative connotations that # is customarily assigned by
terary critics.” To dismiss heroes and heroic literature as nothing more than
entertainment misses the main point. While entertainment is no doubt an important factor

in the success of such literature, the very persistence of the form and content require

! JRR Tolkien “On Fairy Stories” in The Tolkien Reader (New York: Ballantine Books, 1966} 31-99, p.
69,
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deeper consideration. If heroic literature is escapist, why

(D

scape in that way? What do

people find so objectionable in the world they live in that escape seems a good idea?
Today, more than ever, we are living mythically.> We find ourselves today in a

simulator, a world of illusion where everything is reduced to appearances, where a

“comfortable, democratic unfreedom” prevails, and where, with apologies to George

been left to the mercy of television producers, crammed into the upper end of the cable
dial between cartoons, music videos, and cooking shows. After a few hours of television,

history is reduced to a series of battles, great figures, heroic inventors, and maybe a few

[
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:
€]
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disasters and blunders. History itself s ¢ have become part of the overall spectacle
of society. These days, it seems almost pointless to write history. While the past may be,
as it was in the old Soviet joke, uncertain, the future pushed by advertising agencies and

the milttary-industrial-entertainment complex is more certain than ever, and it

: e b e plisdda armesilimo PR G SRS YRR |
categorically fails to include anything resembling democracy.

* The phrase is borrowed from Eric Motiram’s article, “The Thirties: Living Mythically.” If it applied
then, it does even more 50 now, as we shall see.

* For instance, a recent television commercial informs us that to choose “freedom” is to choose Toshiba,
while another implics that the founding fathers of the United States fought for the right {o hear the latest top
44 hits in foll Sony CD sound. A billboard near where 1 live proclaims that with a Motorola pager,
“Freedom and Security is (sic) Only a Beep Away.” Such language has been characterized as totalitarian
by Hannah Arendt (and others) because it empiies the words it uses and reduces all discussion of something
as slippery and elusive as “freedom” to a choice of simpie (brand name) alternatives.

* Clifford Geertz described common sense s “the most iotalizing of all systems of thought.” Clifford
Geertz, Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, Inc.,
1983), p. 84.

> This is a very short form of the argument advanced by Benjamin Barber in jihad vs. McWorld: How
Globalism and Tribalism are Reshaping the World (New York: Ballantine Books, 1995). In essence,
Barber argues that the two main forces at work in the world today are the corporate culture, stressing
consumption and enterizinment, and the Jihad, in which fundamentalist religion becomes the only outlet for
those secking to avoid western or corporate culture. Neither side, Barber adds, has any space or any use for

demoCTacy.
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This 1s not the first time democracy has appeared to be on the verge of dying out.

After World War 1, when the old order of Europe had been all but swept away, liberal
democracies appeared in parts of Eurcpe that had been monarchies or empires. These

newly formed states generated little popular support, and several of them were swept

way in the rush to dictatorship that Erich Fromm would call an escape from freedom. Tt

ras during this period, far from the political turmoil of Burope, that the comic book
superhero arrived on the scene. Although he was recognized as the enemy by American
literary critics, who condemned him as fascist, and by Nazis, who condemned him as
Jewish, the superhero created an entirely new genre of fiction, one that still forms the

basis of a2 mass-culture industry, catering to the need for fantasy and making a profit in

The superhero was only one of a crowd of new hero types whose stories attracted
readers in those decades. Although my interest began with the superhero, that unique
product of the period, he was not the only type of hero to capture a market share. Ofthe
only the detective hero is still with us, albeit the private eye, the lone avenger and
the consulting detective have generally yielded pride of place to the police detective, who
dominates television. The cowboy, a popular figure from the nineteenth century, failed to
survive the Vietnam War, when too many young men returned from “Indian country”
bitter, disillusioned, maimed, or otherwise changed. The aviator hero faded away as
aviation became less glamorous and more everyday, in much the same way that earlier
heroes whe drove cars or made movies slumped in book sales as those technologies
became part of the landscape rather than novelties. QOnly the superhero remains an

innovative genre, more so now than ever. Something about that fantasy has caught on.
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We may be living in a world of fantasy, but even fantasies have their history.

Naticnalism, for instance, is perhaps the most popular fantasy of the nineteenth and

public schools, but be capable of forgetting that part of their past which might connect
them to a different origin. While Ernest Gellner once described nationalism as the
worship of culture, without any go-between,S the use of “worship” misses the elements of
fantasy that serve as a powerful motivator for human beings. Furthermore, historians
contributed to the cult of nationalism by writing the myths that enabled such states to
generate a common identity.

Identity has today been reduced to a “lifestyle choice,” something one buys and

uts on like a coat. Postmodernism, which began as a means to question received

T3

&

ssumptions about communication and knowledge, by the works of impenetrable French
philosophers like Derrida, became nothing so much as the desire to question the very
ability eople to communicate with one another, to demand that we consider where a
person speaks from and what do they mean in any given context? The twentieth century

was not just an age of mass politics; it was an age of identity politics, in particular at the

2

extremes. To be an anti-Semit n

(¢

¢, a terrorist, a fundamentalist, is to know one’s plac
the world with a certainty that agnostics never permit themselves. “The history of the
twenticth century was to be the account of the creation of reality through its erasure:

through killing people, through the extermination of subjective objects, or realized or

° The phrase “imagined communities” comes from Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London and New York: Verso, 1991, The notion of
nationalism as an act of not merely cobesion, but amnesia, is from Fmest Gellner’s analysis of Emest
Renan. Gellner goss on to describe nationalism as direct worship of cultyre, without any mediating

influence. See Ernest Gellner, Thought and Change (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964).
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potential individuals as forests to be cleared,” writes Greil Marcus, tracking the subtext of

A |

the twentieth century.” You are whom you kill, literally. The fundamental question of
politics has become personzal, who am I translates into “what group shall I join, how shall
I vote, dress, react?” Identity politics dominates our century, and the construction ¢
identities becomes an issue not of the discovery of the individual, but a question of prime
political importance. The need for an identity, which drove ordinary people into the
extremist movements of the 1920°s and 1930’s, is still a major issue in a world dividing

into haves and have-nots. While the haves can afford to entertain themselves with

(E)

fantasy for a few hours, the have-nots often resort to imposing their fantasies on others in
the form of genocide, terrorism, crimes and violence of all sorts.

The creators of escapist material claim that it is nothing more than harmless
entertainment. Nonetheless, in the early 1950°s the United States Senate held a series of
hearings to determine the danger posed to the youth of America by comic books. Fantasy
stories of men and women who capture thieves and murderers while wearing primary
colored tights should hardly register as a threat to national security. The fact is that all
heroic literature, like Utopian literature, is heavy with political meanings. Fantasy can,
chameleon-like, adapt to any political structure. After all, the hero is defined by his
commitment to doing good and the definition of that act can vary widely, even though
that definition remains ambiguous. Superman fought for “Truth, Justice, and the
American Way,” three things that some critics of American policy would argue cannot be

put together in one phrase without creating an oxymoron.

" Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 234-5,
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Escapist hiterature, mass literature, penny dreadfuls, shilling shockers, blue
literature, by whatever name it was known, stories of adventure, relying on formula and
repetition for their sales, began to appear as soon as widespread literacy made them
possible in the middle of the nineteenth century. At first, the heroes of such stories were
detectives or criminals, poor but virtuous youth, young lovers. Starting in the years of the
Great Depression, superheroes burst onto the American scene and dominated newsstand
sales for about a decade. At the same time, political parties in Europe were recruiting a

29

new generation of “heroes” to spill their blood in a new war.

I will examine the vigorous heroic literature at two levels. First, I want to
consider the limits of what the publishers (i.¢., the powerful) found acceptable as political
discourse. Just like the freedom to choose one brand name over another, the producers

vho claim to be offering free choice to the consumers of entertainment products in fact
tend to offer only products that avoid certain social and political taboos. The second,
what the readers actually chose, tells us a great deal about the type of hero they imagined
themselves being. As Geldhagen points out in regards to photos Nazis tock of
themselves shooting Jews, we all imagine ourselves the hero. If Theweleit is correct, the
exact types of hallucinatory object substitution that will be acted out in real life should be
predicted in fantasy. Not only does imagination precede reality, it shapes realit
a course of heroic action, turns the individual soldier into an actor in a drama far larger
than he himself, fill his actions with meaning on a cosmic scale that elevates him above
the six billion odd others he shares this globe with,

After ali, who doesn’t want o be 3 herc, and save the world?
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Lurope and Amenica qunng ine age of the two worid wars of the twentieth centuy

roughly from 1914 to 1945, But it is not a political or military history in the conventional

fantasies and what they meant to the people who attended them at the movies, listened to
them on the radio, or read about them in books and magazines. While we will consider
the creators of fictional heroes, this study is more concerned with their reception among

the public. Why did some heroic fanta,

w2

ies find audiences while others had to wait years
or never did? How did the Western hero and the detective, two archetypal heroes o
popular literature that go back to the nineteenth century, change to meet the expectations
of twentieth century audiences? Why did the years before World War II see the birth of
new types of popular heroes, like the aviator, the space adventurer, and the superhero
while other types fell by the wayside? What does the popularity of such figures tell us
about the audiences that spent their time and money to follow the exploits of such

ol

characters?
This dissertation is a cultural history, an exercise in what Richard Slotkin once

=

called “a historical account of the means of producing a syste

K
i
o
p-a{c)
-«
R
o
42

R
(&N
=+
o
[¢]

This approach owes a great deal to Lawrence Levine, whose atiempt to reconstruct what he calls the
“voices of the historically inarticnlate” using popular culture flew in the face of 3 long train of critics going
back as least as far as the Frankfurt School, an alliance of European thinkers, including Theodor Adomno
and Herbert Marcuse who were active from 1923 into the 1950°s. The Frankfurt School thinkers argued
that mass culture is sssentially totalitarian, in that it reinforces the status quo, supporis the power structure
that produces i, and stifles dissent. For a discussion of the position of the Frankfurt school, as well as
Walter Benjamin and Dwight MacDonald, Scc Richard H. King, “Moderism and Mass Culture: The
Origin of the Debate”™ in The Thirties: Politics and Culiure in a Time of Broken Dreams, edited by Heinz
ickstadt, Rob Kroes, and Brian Lee {Amsterdam: Froe University Press, 1987): 120-142.
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takes place in the realm of the imagination, in myths and fantasy.
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stories that are not true or believed to be true in the literal sense, but express beliefs and

told and re-told, eventually being reducible to a set of characters
concepts whose names acquire a sort of talismanic power. Simply mention King Arthur,
and anyone familiar with the mythic cycle might call up images of chivalric knights, the
quest for the Holy Grail, or the beauty of Camelot and the betrayals that destroyed it. But
in the years between the World Wars, myth was assigned a new task by ideclogues of the
left and right. It was to create facts, to formulate histories that would in turn serve as
guidelines for the creation and maintenance of new political structures.  Alfred
Rosenberg, the unofficial philosopher of the Nazi party, near the end of his Myth of the

. ] .
Twentieth Century wrote “the new AMyfhus and the new power to create a type cannot in

any way be refuted.
Every culture has myths, stories that are not literally true but articulate
understandings about how the world works and why. Myths are in fact crucial to the
creation and matntenance of cultures, and nation-states are no exception to this rule.
Michael Hamey wrote, “A side effect of nation building is the suppression, redirection, or
sublimation of heroic myth.”* More than a side effect, such activities are central to the

building or maintenance of a nation-state. Nations exist because people believe that they

* Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation (NewY ork: Athenacum, 1992), p 5.

* Alfred Roscnberg translated by and quoted in Robert Cecil, The Myth of the Master Race: Alfic
Rosenberg and Nazi Ideology (Dodd Mead and Company, New York, 1972), p. 91

* Michacl Harney, “Mythogenesis of the Modemn Supcrhero” in Modern Myths, cdited by David Bovan
{Radopi: Amsterdam and Atianta, 1993); 189-210, p. 189

J, 14 1
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used to create the act of “collective amnesia,” in Benedict Anderson’s phrase, that makes

a nation-state possible. They solidify a group of people into a national community and

o
(¢
s
o]
b
o
o
(o}
73]
ok
4]
sy
©w
(2]
0]
3
1223
(4]
o)
s}
g

roup identity. Mythmaking is at the core of organized human
activities. Victor Turner sees mythmaking as a “symbolic activity which orients and
sccializes members of the community.” Morton Fried adds that the very existence of
1., 903

nations depends on “selectively distilled myths.

Myths are more than stories, mor

Ly

han beliefs that allow people to regard

(34

themselves as part of a community. They n the words of Georges Sorel, “not
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descriptions of things but determinations to act”™ Jacques Ellul, in his study of

propaganda and its effects, took Sorel’s statement one step further. Ellul pointed out that

P

propaganda is able to artificially cause a progression from thought to action, since most
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ut most of their wishes or fantasies.
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The murderous impuise that
Danie! Goldhagen found underlying German anti-Semitism® did not come to the fore
until it found justification in the myths created and activated by Hitler and his henchmen,
“the result of a cognitive-moral reveolution which reversed processes which had been
shaping Europe for centuries.” As George Mosse put it, “Myths and symbols serve to
internalize reality and to infuse it with the fears, wishes and hopes of man. Men and

perceive it, and thus they help to shape it to their will”!
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se of religious beliefs, they also shape political action. The

wedieval historian Lynn White wrote, “Our political maladies are integrally related to cur

> Both quoted in Hamey, “Mythogenesis” p. 191
® This is from Sorel’s “Reflections on Vlwaﬁce” gooled in Hamey, “Mythogenesis.
! . Jacques Bltul, Propagandss, pp. 208-2

® Daniel Goldhagen, Hitler's Willing Escecum'zers {New York: Vintage Bocks, 1997). Thisis areprint of
the 1996 edition.
® Ibid, p. 456
% George Mo: sc, “Introduction: Nationalism and Human P\.;I'Cupﬂ"ﬂ in Masscs and Man: Nationalist and
Fascist Perceptions of Reality (New York: Howard Fertig, 1980), p. 15,

i =2
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political uncertamties. Myth-history Western men must have; and if Christian myth-

history fails them, they will find it elsewhere.”"’

During the years after World War 1, not
only Christian but also liberal democratic myth-history had failed, and people sought out
new truths at the extremes of the political spectrum.

To put it another way, the creators of new political orders were happy to
substitute fantasy for reality, and to use that fantasy as the basis for everything from
political revolution to mass murder. Jonathan Steinberg, comparing Croatian fascism to
Nazism, reminds us that “[t]he cranky theories, superstitions, and occult flummery of the
SS need to be taken seriously... The SS conceived of itself as an order; they were the

»i2

Jesuits of death.”™ Reading lists for youth in Nazi Germany emphasized first folk tales,

and then Norse sagas, the Zdda, and the tales of the Nibelungenlied These were chosen
to exemplify heroic action and the leadership principle, and were intended for as models
for action in the real world.  The Nazi Teacher’s League liked to refer to the twelve to
fifteen vear olds who were to read these types of legends as being in the “Viking age.”"”
his dissertation is an attempt to address Steinberg’s concern, to take seriously
the fantasy worlds not of private daydreams, but the ones offered for public consumption
by way of politics or the mass media. But for the historian, fantasy is a slippery subject;
after all, myths are fantastic in that they do not describe real events. The history of

mental processes has, on the surface, an elusiveness that the history of concrete events

""" Lynn White, Machina ex Deo: Essays in the Dynamism of Western Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts
and London: The MIT Press, 1968), p. 50,

2 jonathan Stcinberg, “Croats, Sorbs and Jows, 1941-45” in The Final Solution: Origins and
Implementation, edited by David Cesarani (London and New York: Routledge 1994) pp. 189-90.

B Sec H.W. Koch, The Hitler Youth: Origins and Development 1922-1945 (New York: Cooper Squarc
Press, 2000), pp. 140-5,
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fiction,'® were (and often still are) regarded as literature fit primarily for children.

To call fantasy a substitute for the deficiencies of reality is to sell fantasy short.
Fantasy is a legitimate and necessary activity for adults as well as children. Most engage
in fantasy primarily by partaking of entertainment found in the mass media. This is not
always passive, either. Lawrence Levine, when he refers to mass media as the “folklore
of an industrial society pomts out that the stornies found in movies, novels, comics,
radio and later television, are told and retold, even acted out, by people at every level of
ther words, the products of the mass media, although usually produced
either by corporations or governments, act as folklore in that people incorporate them into
their daily lives and use them in forming an understanding of the world, a function
previously performed by folklore and especially mythology.

David Bleich defined fantasy as the “operational definition of a feeling,” or a

“way of naming the feeling in dynamic or behavioral terms rather than in simple

'* I say on the surface because events in the past, although factual, are no more accessible to the historian
directly than are fantasies or daydreams. They cannot be visited, they can only be verified by studying the
evidence they leave behind.
"’ Freud’s position is clasified in Fric Klinger, Structure and Function of Fantasy

Brian Aldiss and David Wingrove collectively refer 1o these genres and other allied ones as
“Specnlative lterature” in Tritlion Year Spree: The History of Science Fiction. London: Victor Gollancz,
1id., 1986

:
AHR Fsmm “The oliklore of an Industrial Society” American Historical Review December 1992, pp.

1368-1430. Title article by Lawrence Levine.

8 Anccdotal cxam wpics can be found in Levine, “Folklore,” p. 1379.
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denotational terms like “love’ or “fear” or ‘anxiety.””"” But fantasy is more than a way o
naming a feeling; it can become a blueprint for action. Unlike myths, where the action
usually takes place in an earlier age, when the world was different, fantasy stories may be
set within the contemporary reality. Fantasies may become models for emulation, not
only in ritual (as myth is sometimes acted out) but alsc in everyday reality. Furthermore,
fantasy literature does not belong to one group, one culture, or one side of the political
spectrum. Fantasy is, by ifs very nature not real, hence, subversive in a way that makes it
usable by any side of the political spectrum. Even today, fantasy in the United States

generally has more affiliation with the political left, whereas fantasy in Italy is almost
always right-wing or even nec-fascist. Nazi Germany, built on murderous racial
fantasies, produced very little fantastic literature, while in the United States, fantasy
flourished in the pulp magazine markets and on the radio, where special effects were
easier to do than in movies. “The impossible changes everything in the text that containg
it,” says fantasy writer Ursula K. LeGuin. ™

The decade of the 1930°s began with an event that might have seemed

impossible. The stock market crash of 1929 left millions of people unemployed and
without hope. In the years after 1929, the ideologies of capitalism and its pariner, liberal
democracy seemed fatally wounded o so many. In the liberal democratic states of
Europe, radical parties from both left and right flourished, offering simple answers such

as scapegoats to complex questions. The youth of Europe were looking to either fascism

¥ David Bleich, Utopia: The Psychology of a Cultural Fantasy volume 5 in Studies in Speculative Fiction
edited by Robert Scholes (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1984), p. 2. Italics in original.

% LcGuin is quoted, and this argument is drawn from Brian Attebery, “The Politics (If Any) of Fantasy” in
Modcs of the Fantastic: Sclected Essavs from the Twelfth Intemationa] Confercnce on the Fantastic in the
Arts edited by Robert A Latham and Robert A Collins {Westport, Connecticut and Tondon: Greenwood
Press, 19913 1-13.
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new world with new
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o replace the failed system of the nineteenth century. In the words of one youth
Dantel Guerin, the French journalist, interviewed on his 1932 tour of Europe:

QOur passions are so W h'teme that cccasionally we kill each other,
but deep down we want the same thing. .. a new world, radically different
from today’s, a world that no IOqgﬁr dgstfe ys coffee and wheat whﬂe
millions ge ungry, a new system:. But some believe adamantly that Hitler
will provide this, while others believe it will be Stalin. That’s the only
difference between us.”!
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Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin were not the only
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supermen, popular heroes who could will such new worlds into existence. Belief in such
a leader could be found at every point on the political spectrum. As Peter Merk] puts it,
“The exaggerated leadership cult, which seized the Communists and the Social
Democratic Reichshanner only in about 1929-1930, raised its swollen head in the

Stahlhelm as early as 1925, when the traditional Vorsitzender (chairman) became a

322

& s

Fuehrer ™™ It was not only in Germany, Italy and Russia that people turned to the myths
of heroes to orient them in the new societies they hoped to call into being, to serve as
guides in the construction of such futures. In the totalitarian worlds of left and right,
heroic fantasy was to leave the realm of fiction. At least, that was the party line.

tving heroically and building new worlds had quite the appeal to large numbers

of people, especially the young. The heady rush to the colors, coupled with the idea that

warfare was an adventure that transformed youth into men, that swept through Europe at

2 Daniel Guerin, The Brown Plague, translated by Robert Schwartzwald (Durbam and London: Duke
University Press, 1994), p. 50, Halics in original.

22 .
Peicr Morkd, The Makmg of & Stormtrooper (Princeion: Princcton University Press, 1980), p. 46.
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the outbreak of World War I is well documented.” To many of the young men of
Europe, the war had been a chance to seek adventure, to carve out an identity apart from
their parents’ generation, and to become a man.”** Despite the difference between heroic
fantasies and the grim reality of trench warfare, many in Europe felt the Great War
experience, or war experience in general
regeperation, a sort of tonic for the complacency and effeminacy that the success of
material culture was providing. ™
Such men found little to their liking in the post-war years, or even hoped that the

years following World War I would just be an extended leave, a respite until the next
round of combat began. In Russia, a great deal of energy was channeled into the civil
wars and the nascent Communist revolution. In Central Europe, the disaffected flocked
to radical, often armed, parties of the far extremes of left and right, fueling successful
fascist movements in Hungary and Romania. While the left harbored internationalist and
pacifist movements that claimed to have learned their lessons from World War I these on
the right spun fantasies of revenge wars, often with super weapons and equally
superhuman warriors rising up to reverse the hated Treaty of Versailles.”* In Britain and

rance, meanwhile, writers locking to the future also wondered when the next war would
come, and how their nations, if not all of humanity, could survive another such round of

combat. Fascist parties also grew up in England, France, and even Ireland. Fascism

* The long cultural history that tied manliness to warfare, especially to outmoded fr;rms of warfare like the
cavalry charge, can be found in Michael C.C. Adams, The Great Adventure: Male Desire and the Coming
of World War I (Bioonungton and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990).
* Many men felt the literature and even culture at the turn of the e“tﬁr} was excessively feminine. See,
for example, Jane Tomplans, West of Evervthing: The Tnner Life of Westerns (New York: Oxford
U’m’ersﬁ}, Press, 1992,

This argument rclics heavily on Goorge Mosse, Fallen Soldicrs: The Myth of War Expericnce, pp. 164-
7. Richard Slotkin makes the idea of regencration through violence contral to his trilogy on the western.
* A survey of German science fiction, divided by politics, can be found in Peter S. Fisher, Fantasy and
Politics: Visions of the Future in the Weimar Republic (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991).
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offered some Englishmen a valuable “explanation™ for the ills of the Great Depression;

2

hey also found the military discipline and the possibility of viclent action “a source of

o

excitement which gave meaning to a dull existence.

Across the Atlantic in America, fascism made no serious pelitical inroads, despt

Communism remained more an intellectual sport than a serious revolutionary threat,”

and more radical movements, like Technocracy, never generated significant mass

support. While Mussclini was marching on Rome, Americans, even radicals, were less

committed to political violence in the streets. The notorious Ku Klux Klan, David

Goldberg wrote, “were not the American equivalent of Black-Shirts or Brownshirts; these

were not Fascists or even proto-Fascists anxious to spill blood in the streets. The United

States during the 1920s bere little resemblance to European societies in which a weak

the left spawned Fascist movements.”’
Ithough such movements offered simple plans to solve complex issues, nothing

anged during the Great Depression. In 1932 the American Socialist, Communist, and

Sccial Labor parties generated a combined total of only about one million votes, as

i NSL T RS, ELTEIRUN: ) I . . -
opposed to Roosevelt’s 22.8 million and Hoover’s 15.7 million.” In Germany, college

¥ Richard Thurlow, Fascism in Britain: A Historv, 1918-1985 (Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell,
1987, p. 27.

** Gerald W. Johnson, Roosevelt: Dictator or Democrat? (New York and London: Harper Brothers
Publishers; 1941).

# See Richard Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams (Middletown, Connecticut:
University Press, 1973} and Merle Curti, The Growth of American Thought (New York,
London: Harper and RG v, Publishers, 1964), p. 714

* David I. Goldberg, Discontented America: The United States in the 1920s (Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), p. 137

¥ Number drawn from Gary Dean Best, The Nickel and Dimc Decade: American Popular Culturc During
the 1930°s (Westport, Connccticut and London: Pracger, 1993), p. 9.

Wesleyan
Evanston and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



students were among the earliest and most loyal supporters of the Nazi movement. On

the other side of the Atlantic, when Maxine Davis toured America’s campuses in 1936

while stories of the Wild West confronted the issue of how to become a man by going out
into the frontier in the footsteps of Teddy Roosevelt, politics and war 1n Europe attracted
far less attention for the identity formation of American youth. As far into the Second
World War as late 1943, it was still necessary to convince American youth that joining
the fight against totalitarianism was in fact manly and adventurous. An OWI Fact Sheet
dated October 30%, 1943 suggested recruiting eighteen and nineteen year olds by
“Dramatiz{ing] the admiration and respect that all patriotic girls display towards manly
youths who wear the uniform of Uncle Sam’s fighting forces.” Enlisting will “... make
the best adventure story come to lif
This fact sheet was for the benefit of the producers of mass culture products: radio
programs, magazines and cheap books, movies. But in the age of mass media, only some
people have the privilege of producing myths. Others are relegated to the role of
audience, internalizing and utilizing ideologies that were created by governments or
corporations. Levine was reacting to older studies of mass media that tended to view the
audience as passive, accepting whatever the creators of popular culture chose to offer.
For example, Ariel Dorfman said that industrially produced fiction was nothing less than
to rebel. ™ This view of popular culture as a top-

down industry owed a great deal of its influence to the Frankfurt School, German

* Maxine Davis, The Lost Generation (New York: MacMillan Company, 1936), pp. 38-43.

> RG 208, NC 148, Box 625, OWI Radioc Burcau Records

3 Ariel Dorfruan, The Em;,he 5 Old Clothes: What the Lone Ranger, Babar, and Other Innocent Heroes do
1o Our Minds (New York: Pantheon Books, 1083‘ p. 1%
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the mass media as instruments of information and entertainment, and as agents of

35
manipulation and indoctrination?”

36 where

More recent studies of popular culture see it as a contested area,
producers offer a variety of messages and forms and consumers select those that appeal to
them. While it is true that the books, movies, records and other products of the mass
media are commodities offered for sale, they are more than just goods. “Te be made into
popular culture, a commodity must also bear the interests o
majority of the power to control and shape myths rests on the side of the producers, but
the relationship is symbiotic. Those who control the output of the media, be they movie

studio heads or propaganda ministers, find that they do not get far without an audience

w3

willing to invest time and money to see, hear, or read the material they preduce. Eve
Joseph Goebbels, whose name has become virtually synonymous with state-directed
propaganda, deveted a good deal of his effort to making sure that the material his

ministry produced or oversaw would draw people in. For this, he relied on entertainment
over political content, and very few Nazi films are expressly political. ™ Mat

Hollywood would have called costume dramas, movies set in the recognizable (if not

* Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Idenlopy of an Advanced Indusirial Society
{Boston: Beacon Press, 19913, p. 8. This is the second edition of a 1964 original.

3 See the debate between Lawrence Levine, Natalie Zemon Davis, Jackson Lears and others in the pages
of the American Historical Review 97 (1992

¥ john Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture {Bo;mn ndon, Syduey and Wellington: Unwin Hyman,
1989), p. 23.

¥ Eric Rentschier counted only 153 out of
Rentschler’s numbers quoted in Jacqueline

EALMIER 2 M SR A AR At e - ERE LPEERL

094 feature films produced in Nazi Germany as political
eich, “Mussolini at the Movies: Fascism, Film, and Culture”
in Re-Viewing Fascism: Halian (‘uma 1922-1943, edited by Jacgueline Reich and Pzern Garofalo
{Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Usniversity Press, 2002): 3-29, p. 16,

I,
R
22

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



quoted as saying, “...the film must not stand aloof from the hard realities of the day
lose itself in a dreamland only existing in the imaginations of unpractical producers and
scenario writers living in a non-existing world.” Goebbels also ordered the death of
director Herbert Selpin and drove popular actor Joachim Gottschalk to suicide when he
could not find 2 way to bring them into line ideclogically without losing them as box
office draws. Even the Nazi movie machine had to account for the public,” instead of
just making myths for people to blindly swallow.

What characterized the popular media of the 1920°s and 1930°s were heroic
fantasies, tales of adventure that were seemingly drawn from the mythic heritage of
humanity’s past, even if some were set in the present or the future. Although Goebbels
claimed that Nazi cinema avoided the fantastic, the dramatization of the lives of historical

figures like Frederick the Great owed far more to the needs of political fantasy than to the
actual words and deeds of that king. Heroes like Hercules or Rama were not, at first
glance, far removed from the Lone Ranger and Superman. While children donned
' U o S 4 -

41 i - T R N
capes  and masks to imitate the stars of radio and screen, adults

of personality grew up arcund flesh and blood heroes like movie stars, political leaders

* This was Eric Renischler’s contention, quoted in Schulte-Sasse, p. 246. Goebbels speech from thp
International Film Congress at Berlin quoted in “Film Ideas in Present Day Germany™ Sight and Soun
volume 14 pumber 4 (Summer, 1935): 58-9, p. 58.
* This argument draws heavily on Eric Rentse hiler, Ministry of [Husion: Nazi Cinema and its Afterlifc
{Carshridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Presg, 1996), David Welsh, Propasanda and the German
Cincma 1933-1943 (Oxford: Clarcndon Press, 1983), Linda Schultc-Sasse, Entertaining the Third Reich:
Illusions of Wholeness in Nazi Cinema (Du:ham and London: Duke University Press, 1996} and David
Hull, Fibm in the Third Reich: A Study of the German Cinema 1933-1943 (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of Califormia Press, 1969).

Time, Scptember, 1939 Child injurcd leaping off roof whilc carrying Supcrman shicld.
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even aviators such as Charles Lindbergh or baseball players like Babe Ruth.™ Previously
opular heroes, captains of industry, inventors, explorers, gave way to gangsters and

p p > ? ry f el OIS

movie stars who had nothing more going for them than luck and that elus'v “it™ that
nobody could quite define.” The larger than life figures that greeted movie viewers or
sold goods on the pages of magazines became key elements in the formation of personal
and political identity™ in an age when such identities were undergoing a dramatic shift.
As for personal identity, Warren Susman sees the decades between the wars as the
fime when Americans became aware of the existence of an American culture; he cails this
“the popular discovery of culture.” entity, once a function of something called
character, became instead something that could be molded through the use of something
called personality.®® Salesmanship and leadership were the new by-words, Dale

Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People was among the best-selling books

of the decade, with three quarters of a muhoa copies sold in the first year alone.”
American artists like Grant Wood recast traditional American heroes like George
Washington, revealing the legends as stories, conscious myths that, while not true, still

held validity for the construction of the imagined community of the United States of

*2 On the shift in heroic types, see Warren 1. Susman, “Culture Heroes; Ford, Barton, Ruth” reprinted in
Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth Century (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1984), pp. 122-149.

* “I” is the intangible quality that is not quite sex appeal, but something closer to “personality.” The term
is from the 1927 film, Jt, starring Clara Bow, who became known to America as “The It Girl”

** An excellent account of how people use mass media driven fantasies to fulfill private needs and desires
can be found in Samantha Barbas, Movie Crazy: Fans, Stars, and the Colt of Celebrity (New York:
Paigrave, 2001). Barbas demonstrates how the movie industry itself encouraged fans, especially women, to
connect 1o Hollywood's dreams through consamption.

“ Susman, “The Culture of the Thirties™ in Culinre as History, pp. 150-183, p. 153,

% Susman, “Intreduction” in Culture as History, p. xxii. For a look at the way movies encouraged people
to participate in fashioning new identitics, see Samantha Barbas, Movie Crazy; Fans. Stars, and the Cult of
Celebrity (New Yoik: Palgrave, 2001).

4" See James D. Hart, The Popular Book: A History of America’s Literarv Taste (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1950).
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America.®® They were not the only ones. The German-American Rund used a large
image of Washington as a backdrop for its rally in Madison Square Garden in 1939.

I would argue that such a process was at work in Europe as well, with the far
more fragic results of Nazism, Stalinism, and Fascism, all very popular mavements™ and
all claiming to encompass not merely politics, but culture, history aesthetics, personal
identity, in fact, every aspect of life. Mussolini borrowed the symbol of his movement,
the fasces, from ancient Rome. He mined the Italian past for heroic images of the Roman
Empire that he could combine with the futurist aesthetic of speed and the Great War myth
of war as hygienic.>’ Nazi education focused on the ideology of “blood and soil,”
depicted a mythic past of Aryan heroes, farmers and warriors. Hitler even had himself
depicted as a medieval knight on horseback, and Nazi organizations like the SS and the
Hitler Youth used medieval castles and ancient ruins to conduct rituals intended to
connect them with an imagined Germanic past.”’ This sense of myth in the form of
historical drama, acted out amidst the ruins of medieval and ancient Europe, is, I argue,

central to understanding the magical and “heroic” world-view of fascism.

® See, for instance, Wood's Parson Weems Fable for a modérn take on the iegend 6f George Washington
and the cherry tree. Tor the pdinting’s political significance, s6¢ Cetile Whiting, *American Héroes and
Invading Barbarians: The Regionalist Résponse o Fascisia” Prospecis 131 295-324.

* In the penultimate free ¢lection in Weimar Germany, the Nazis potled 13.7 million votes, or 37.3
percent. Although not an absolute majerity, that répresented the Targest singlé veting bioe, and conibined
with the Comimunist Party (KPD) it gave the rival radicals a majority. Numbers cited in Peter H. Meikl,
The Makiig of a Stormbrooper (Princelon, Néw Jerséy: Princéton University Préss, 1980), p. 23.

Y mfloential writers Yike F.T. Marineéiti and Emst Jungér held that war was healthy for himanity. Junger
even practiced what he preachéd by runining off {6 join fhe Fréiich foréipn légion 4t a young age, bt he
guickly diseovered reabity wasn’t quite as satisfying as he’d hoped ahd réfirned héme. See Thomas Nevin,
Ernst Junger and Germany: Inio the Abyss, 1914-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996), pp. 31-5.
1 Séveral such rituals are described from pérsonal obicrvations by Grégor Ziemer iin his Education for
Death: The Making of the Nazi (London, New York and Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1941). See
also Jay Baird, To Die for Germany: Heroes in the Nazi Panthicon (Bivomingion and Indianapolis: Indiana
Usnivessity Press, 1990), also, Brandon Taylor and Wilfried van der Will, “Acsihetics and National
Socialism” i The Nagification of Ax, edited by Brandon Tavior and Wilfried van der Will (Hamipshire,

1

UK. Winchesier Pigss, 1990) 1-13.
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On the other side of the political spectrum, Russia looked forward, lionizing
aviators and arctic explorers more than heroes from the past, at least until the war dictated
a Russian as opposed te communist emphasis. Soviet society had officially been a “land
of heroes” since Lenin’s pronouncement on the subject in 1920.”% The Soviet Union’s
concept of the heroic was twofold. Stalin remained at the center, looking down alongside
the deified Lenin over his people like a god or angel. But the capacity for heroic action
was officially expected of every Soviet citizen. Although at first the chief heroic type
extolled in Soviet literature was the worker, he was soon joined by other types of heroes:
the aviator,” the explorer, the scientist, and eventually the fighter and martyr as the war

1

began.’* In every case, the cult of heroism was fostered with the aid o

n

mass media, from
movies and radio broadcasts to public shows and exhibitions, all engaged in creating and
promoting fantasies of power, control, and national regeneration. Eric Mottram referred
to life in the 1930’s as “living mythically.” In the Soviet Union this was pretty close to
an official policy. And all around the world, fantasies that were mere dreams during
good times began to look more inviting as reality grew grimmer each day of the
Depression.

Masculinity stands at the very center of the culture of the interwar years. Young
men in Europe had sought to prove their manhood on the battlefields of the First World

War, since fighting for the nation was (and remains)> a test of manhood. The cult of

*? Lenin is quoted in Rosalinde Sartorti, “On the Making of Heroes, Heroines and Saints” Culture and

Entertatnunent in Wartime Russia, edited by Richard Stites (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1995): 176-193, p. 177. The argument that follows owes something to this article.
> On “Stalin’s Eagles™ see Scott Paimer “Peasants into Pilots: Soviet Arr-Mindedness as an Ideology of
Dominance” Technology and Culture v. 41 o 1 (January, 2000): 1-26.
> * The body of this argument is drawn from Sastort, “On the Making of Heroes.”

> According to uraham Dawson, during the nincteenth century Imperialist patnoﬁsm and the virtues of
marhood were linked with “. war as its ultimate test and opportunity. A “real man’ would henceforth be
defined and recogrized as one who was prepared to fight (and, if necessary. to sacrifice his life} for Queen,
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masculinity was popular in Britain, where it would move from the playing fields of the
‘\f’iémréan age 1o the core of British fascist ideology.”® Mussolini cast himself as a “man’s
man,” whose athletic and sexual powers were far above those of lesser men.”’ In
American pulp crime and detective magazines, Charles Atlas was among the most
common buyers of advertising space. Atlas offered the secret of muscle building, and
manly courage, in the often-parodied cartoon “The Insult that Made a Man out of Mac.”*®

/ith the coming of the Depression, anxieties about manhood grew. Men felt themselves
failures for not heing able to support their families.”™ For those who were feeling like
less than men, the popular culture of the period offered dramatic heroes who faced clear-
cut conflicts with courage and skill that passed beyond the range of the human.

Even more so than making men, the decade of the nineteen thirties in particular
was the age of making supermen. Dictators and would-be dictators were not the only
ones who fostered cults of personality. Heroic and super heroic motifs were common at
every point on the political spectrum. People worshipped supermen even as they strove
to elevate themselves to the ranks of the new race of Nazi or Soviet design. As Susan
Sontag put it, “The tastes for the monumental and mass obeisance to the hero are

common 1o both fascist and communist art, reflecting the view of all totalitarian regimes

veupirv aad mnpne Granam Dawson Selcher H‘,mps British Adveniure, Erepire and the Imagining of

See T om Cﬁﬂms "Remm 1o N‘iﬂum The sz of Masmﬂnntv and the British Union of Fascisis”™ in
Superman Supreme: Fascist Body as Political Icon — Global Fascism. edited by J.A. Mangan (London and
Portland, Oregon: Frank Cass, 2000): 145-162.

*7 R.J.B. Bosworth, Mussolini (London: Amold, 2002), pp. 211-2.

* Peter Haining, The Classic Era of American Pulp Magazines (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2000),
pp. 21-3. Haining reproduces the cartoon in full.

> The Lynds, in Middietown. note that the prevailing attitude of those vicuinszed by the Depression is
shame.
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that art has the function of ‘immortalizing’ leaders and doctrines.”®® The Soviet Union
cast itself as a land of heroes from its birth in 1922, In the words of Katerina Clark, in
the USSR, “social institutions were seen as a sort of assembly line for retooling a human
product and turning out the new supermen.”’ On the other side of the political spectrum,
the Fascists and the Nazis strove to inject a sense of the heroic into every action. They
filled the calendar with parades, speeches, and marches; they filled the landscape with
statues and monuments to the coming superman. Nazi society was officially a
“performance society” (7.eistungsgeselischaf?) from the very beginning.* Mussolini
came to power with the theatrics of the “March on Rome” and he never let up with his
sense of drama. [/ Duce always portrayed himself as a man of action, a hero equally
capable in sport and imperial warfare.” In the United States, by contrast, the superman
arrived almost unheralded, disguised as a mild-mannered reporter, a character clearly
marked as fictional ®* Nonetheless, literary critics and magazine writers called Clark
Kent a fascist in his day. Such name-calling betrays a deep misapprehension of fascism

and the danger it represented {and still does) to democratic nations.

%0 Susan Soniag, “Fascinating Fascismi” réprinted in Thé Nazification of Arf: Art Désipn Musié,
Architecture ang Filin in the Thard Reich edited by Brandon Taylor ad Wilfriéd vam dorf Will (Winchesiér,
ampshm, The Winchester Préss, 1990): 204-218, p. 212. Semag § essay originally appéared in 1974,

! Katerina Clark, “Little Heross and Big Deeds: Literature Responds 1o the Five Year Plan” in Culfufal
Revelution in Russia 1928-1931, edited by Sheila Fitzpatrick (Blooimington and London: Iidiaia
umversﬁv Press, 1978): 189-206, p. 192,

“ This view of Nazi Germany owes a gréat déal to John Hoeberinan, “Primacy of Performance! Superinan
not Superathiete” in Shaping the Superman: Fascist Body as Political Icon, edited by J.A. Mangan (Leindon
and Portland’ Frank Cass, 2000): 68-85, p 7.

& Gigliola Gori, “Model of Masculinity: Mussolini, the ‘New Iialian’ of the Fascist Era” in Superiiai
Supreine: Fascist Body as Political I¢on — Gk)bai Fascism, edited by J.A. Mangai (Londén and Porfland:
Frank Cass, 2000): 27-61. This article teproduces a number of photogiaphs of Mussolini limself engaged
in various manly pufsuils such a¢ switiming ot flyiag an airplane.

' Not that this stopped sone children from believing in Superman enough to jump off roofiops in an
attesmpt 1o iiitate hir, or adults to put their faith ia hiv, even more that Jesus. Several such wusiances
wete feported in Time magazine. See also Bric Motirany's article, “Living Mythically”
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Competition between democratic and fascist or totalitarian regimes had begun
long before World War II broke out. As identity became more and more fluid, nations
and ideologies defined themselves in relation to one another. Ernst Nolte defined fascism
as anti-Marxism,* but Nolte was grabbing on to only ane element in the fascist world.
On the other side, loval communists were awaiting the end of capitalism as predicted by
Marx. Soviet policy under Stalin careeﬁed from the popular front to the non-aggression
pact with Hitler, while the Soviet Union’s support among western intellectuals declined
throughout the decade, but never quite faded away.

As for democracy, in a speech delivered on November 4% of 1938, President
Roosevelt announced that if democracy failed to advance, fascism would ® The sense of
difference between “us” and “them” was summed up even more succinctly in a cartoon
that appeared in the St. Louis Dispatch that showed two seated students facing each other
across the Atlantic. One holds a book labeled “Principles of Democracy” while the other

studies the “Principles of Intolerance and Aggression” and has a rifle slung across the
back of his chair. The cartoon is entitled “Slightly Different Courses.”®’ Another
political cartoon, this one appearing in the New York Times on March 12, 1939, depicted
aggression as an ape with a Soviet and a Nazi banner carried over his shoulder. The
caption was “Under Two Flags.” The world appeared to be falling into two camps,

democracies and aggressive dictatorships.

° Emnst Notlie, The Three Faces of Fascisin, transiaied by Leila Vennewitz (New York: New American
lem 19633 3 D p. 40.

% The text of this speech can be found in Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.
Volume VI {1938). New York: Russell and Russell, 1941: 584393, p. 5386
% The cartoon received a much wider circulation when it was reprinted in The New York Times September

8% 1940
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What was so different about them? Elite critics like Sterling North saw fascist
tendencies in Superman and his ilk, doling out violent vigilante justice with their fists *®
Elements of fascism (or at least fascist aesthetics) were found everywhere inthe
American mass media. The 1932 film Gabrie! Over the White House depicted a quasi-

fascist takeover of America, while Sinclair Lewis® 1935 novel It Can’t Happen Here was

about nothing less than a homegrown fascist, modeled on Louisiana governor Huey
“Kingfish” Long.” For those without time to read, there were the Busby Berkeley
musicals, with their mechanized dance numbers ™ Brian Lee writes, “The energy
generated in each of these miniature narratives [Busby was concerned only with the
dancing, not the whole plot] 1s the product of massive regimentation directed against the
individual””" In Hollywood, such mechanical displays could still be played as the
background for the triumph of individualism and love, as in the mechanized dance
number on the wings of airplanes that closes the Rogers and Astaire film Flying Down to
Rio. Art and fantasies in non-fascist nations could, and did, have some of the same
qualities as their fascist counterparts. But not all such art evoked fears of fascism in its
audience. While Sterling North was concerned about Superman, equally violent (if more
mortal) heroes were taking justice into their own hands on the mean streets of

Hollywood’s cities and the dusty trails of Hollywood’s wild west.

® This was among the compiaims leveled against convics in Norih's widely reprinted 1940 article that set
the stage for a great deal of comic book criticism.  For more details, see Chapter four.
% Long was assassinated the same vear the book came out. Still, the novel was widely popular. See Mark

Schorer, Sinclair Lewis: An American Life (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961}
" See also Richard Striner, “Machine Dance: An Intellectual Sidelight to Busby Berkeley’s Career”
Journal of American Culture 7 (1/2) 1984: 60-68

' Brian Lee, “Reel Life in the Dream Dump” in The Thirties: Politics and Culture in a Time of Broken
Dreams, edited by Heinz Ickstadt, Robe Kroes, and Brian Lee (Am&erdam Free University Press, 1987):
248-271, p. 259.
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It was Walter Benjamin, in his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

Reproduction,” who most clearly expressed the blending of fantasy and realit
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marked the political life of Fascism, Nazism, and Stalinism when he said that fascism
renders politics aesthetic. We see our own destruction on the movie screen, and we are
capable of experiencing pleasure in watching, he said. Since then, other thinkers like
Andrew Hewitt and Greil Marcus have considered the relationship between fascism,
modernism, avant-garde aesthetics, even dada. Fewer writers have taken into account the
fact that fascism produces its own version of reality, with which it seeks to supplant the
more conventional reality of politics and morality. Klaus Theweleit, one writer who does
wade into the frightening depths of the fantasy life of the men who became Nazis, takes
Freudian psychology to task because it starts from the assumption that there is only
mental landscape, conformity to which is the measure of mental health. “Any attempt to
{abel one phenomenon of human existence ‘more real’ is arbifrary. People who do so
anyway are employing an arbitrary definition of reality.””*

Fascists are not blind to reality, Theweleit argues, nor are they compensating for
any shortcomings in the world as per Freud’s primary process. Rather, they are
producing a reality radically different from non-fascists that they then attempt to inflict
on others, often by viclence. To take one example from Theweleit, fascists do not just
see women as dripping messes of blood and fluids and unclean things that flow freely.
They actively attempt to turn the bodies of women into such things by violence, smashing

in a woman’s face with a rifle butt “reveals” her as the flowing, bloody mess the fascist

7 Kiaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies: Volume I Women, Floods. Bodies. History translated by Stephen
Conway in collaboration with Erica Carter and Chris Tumer (Minneapolis; University of Minnesota Press,
1991}, p. 219. Lialics in original.
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always “knew” her to be,”” Concentration camp survivor Primo Levy suggested that the
purpose of the concentration camps was to turn their victims into the very stereotypes the
Nazis saw them as anyway. Hitler believed that Jews were dirty, he mentions being
offended by their smell in 2 passage in Mein Kampf" The reality of the camps, without
hygiene facilities, turned their inmates into caricatures of the stinking creatures Hitler
imagined they were.

But reality production is not limited to fascists. Everybody engages in what
sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman called “the social construction of
reality.”” If the reality produced by fascists sickens us (as well it should), it is because
the fascist’s social construction of reality discards or reverses many of the assumptions
non-fascists make about the world During the decades between World War I and World
War 11, definitions of reality became more slippery, allowing people to challenge
assumptions about the way the world worked. In the United States, this led to a new
consensus about liberal democracy and consumer driven economics that began to be
referred to as the “American way of life” and went by the name of democracy. In
Germany and Italy (and parts of Eastern Europe) it allowed political adventurers and
revolutionaries to seize control of the apparatus of state power with large measures of
support from the populace of those nations. In the British Isles, the would-be dictators

got nowhere at all.” In France, fascism came only with military conquest. Although

native French fascist elements were not lacking, they were unable to garner mass

2 Ibid.p. 196.

™ Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf, translated by Ralph Manheim (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company and
Cambridge: The Riverside Press, 1943}, p. 57.

7 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckman. The Social Construction of Realitv: A Treatise in the Sociology
of Knowledge (New York, ef. al.: Doubleday Books, 1966).

" Cotin Cross, The Fascists in Britgin (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1961) is somewhat dated but still a

good source for Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists.
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support.” In Eastern Europe, on the other hand, a number of homegrown fascist parties
sprang up that ended up allying with Hitler’s Germany and even conducting racially
motivated massacres of their own.

Narratives about heroes exemplify the social construction of reality that the
producers and consumers of such narratives accept. The hero is the embodiment of
positive values while the villain stands for the negatives. During the third and fourth
decades of the twentieth century, the figure of the hero, the new man or superman took
center stage in the political dramas that emerged as the Great Depression deepened and
capitalism and liberal democracy seemed on the verge of dying out. Understanding the
hero stories, their creators and especially their reception, is a key element in
understanding the turbulent years that led up to the largest conflict in human history.

Helping us unravel the confused world of the 1930’s seems a lot to ask of a type
of literature”® that was not meant to last, Uniil perhaps twenty vears ago, it was rarely
even considered worthy of serious attention. Earlier bibliographies of dime novels, for
mstance, ranked the books on the basis of their values as collector’s s.” The
phenomenon of the comic book collector and the comic book specialty shop is equally
new. Movies have fared somewhat better,* with the introduction of the videocassette
recorder, and the digital videodisc, and some radio shows remain available on cassette

tapes or compact discs.

See, for instance, Alice Yeager Kaplan, Benroductions of Banality: Fascigm, Literature and French
Inteliecmai Life (Minncapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).
¥ Here I use the word literature in its broadest sense, meaning a body of narratives, not nocessarily
confined to the written word,

Y

? For a brief ireatment of the ihstary of dime novel scholarship. see Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents;

Dime Novels and Working—Class Culture in America (London and New York: Verso, 1987).
8% Still, a visit to the local chain video store reveals a very small selection of films of the 1930°s, with the
exception of a fow “classics.”
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such material that Lawrence Levine documented in his Higchbrow/Lowbrow and his

forum in the American Historical Review. Until approximately the last twenty vears, the

products of the popular mass media were not considered legitimate sources of historical
knowledge.® But the numbers alone tell a different story. The 1940 census recorded
131,409,831 Americans, at a time when movie admission averaged 85 million tickets a
week at some 17,000 theaters,®® Numbers from the rest of the world are comparable, and
even in Nazi Germany people were not forced at gunpoint to attend the movies until the
very last days of the regime.®

While scholars may once have hesitated to recognize the power of the moving
image or spoken word, no state, democratic or totalitarian, failed to do so. The Nazis
made cheap radios available to the German people. The Frankfurter Zeitung reported
that by 1936, there were 8 million owners of radio sets.*® Radio receivers were located
on vans and in restaurants and other public places to ensure that radio propaganda was
reaching the broadest possible audience, estimated at 30 million regular listeners.® Inthe
United States, out of 29,905 thousand households counted by the 1930 censusl2, 049

thousand reported having radio sets. By 1940, the U.S. contained 34,949 thousand

1 Levine guotes a person he describes as a “sendor historian” in the American Historical Review forami

who, after 3 discussion of the Mark brothers, rominded Levine that such maicrials were for iaﬁghjng about,
not for pondiéring. 1 have been reminded publicly more than once (hat Toutings (such a8 the Marx
brothers’ cotedy) were meie vehicles of mifth, not ideas.” Lawrstice Levine, Foliclore of An Indusisial
So»wi’v p. 1370,

2 Numbers drawn frot Margaret Farrand Therpe, Asnerica af the Movies (New York: Arsio Press aud the
New York Times, 1970}, This 18 a reprint of the original, published by ihe Yale b’m ersity Press in 1939,
The census figure is as reported by the New York Times September 22™, 1940, p. 1
8. Although towards the end of World War 1L, it was considered pmciem 1o lock %;‘ne doors during the
newsreels presentations in German theaters.
ij From ai articie dated Ociober 29, 1936, and reprinted in George Mosse, Nazi Culture, pp. 191-2.

8 Ibid,p. 192.
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households, 28,048 thousand of which had radios.®® Only the Soviets lagged behind in
mass media outlets. A report from 1937 found only 3,000 operational sound theaters and
36,000 silent ones to serve an estimated 160 million people.”” Soviet citizens also lagged
behind in possession of radio sets.*

The outbreak of World War H changed little. The majority of residents of all the
major nations fighting in Europe had relatively easy access to radio and cinemas. Even
during the invasion of the Soviet Union, German troops were kept well supplied with
radios and were followed to war by radio and film vans, which enjoyed immense
popularity.® The United States also saw to it that soldiers were well supplied with
movies. By the end of December 1942, the U.S. Army was operating 762 theaters with a
seating capacity estimated at 543,576, As many as 118 million paid 14 cent attendances
were recorded by the Office of War Information. In fact, motion pictures were declared
an essential civilian industry and were given access o nitric acid to produce film stock,
although most nitric acid was going into the manufacture of smokeless gunpowder.” In
short, the numbers alone argue that people were finding things to enjoy in the movies, in
the popular magazines of the day,”’ on the radio.

What they were finding, in large measure, were stories of heroes that helped

people get their bearings in a rapidly changing world. Although not the first type to

¥ Datapedia of the United Siates 1790-2005. 2™ Edition, edited by George Themas Kurian (Lanhar,
Ivim ;ylaﬁﬁ Betnan, 2001}

' Richard Ford, “Moseow Goes 1o the Movies” Sight and Sound 6(21): 9-11.
¥ By the end of Stalin’s rile they ill &id According 1o UNESCO figiires, by 1954-5 the Soviet Union
had 93 tadio seis per 1,000 pecpie a8 compared 16 252 per thousand i the United Kinpdom, and 769 pet
thousand in {he United Siaes.
¥ On selected individual formations and their access to vadio, film, and writien material, sce Omar Bariov,
The Easterm Tront 1941-45: German Troops and the Baibarization of Warlare (Hampshire and New Yok
Palgrave, second edition, 2001), pp. 69-70. i
* RG 208, Records of the Historian of the Office of War Inforuation, Box 1, Entey 64,
7' On the explosion of specialized magazines, see Alice G. Marquis, Hope and Ashes: The Birth of Modern
Times 1929-1938 {(New York: The Free Press and London: Cotlier Macmillan Publishers, 1586), pp. 91-
140,
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dominate the popular market, we begin with the cowboy hero, who arrived in literature at
the end of the nineteenth century and quickly moved into a central place in American
mythology. From clothing styles to tourism, from popular novels and magazines to
movies, the fictional cowboy experience was something that was popular throughout the
western world. The invocation of the frontier experience, with its equal doses of
nostalgia and Utopia, found believers among the confused of all political persuasions.
The popularity of the detective hero was not so widespread, but his urban milieu spoke
directly to concerns about immigration, urbanization, culture, and identity. Finally, the
years between the wars saw the birth of new types of heroes. The aviator, who won glory
in the early, difficult years of aviation, had the whole world as his range. His successors
were the science fiction heroes, who ranged across the whole universe in their rocket
ships. Finally, there was the superhero, a new cultural archetype with some very old
roots. Unlike the cowboy, detective, or aviator hero, the superhero did not travel well
until after the war years. Although American writers liked to see fascist or totalitarian
overtones in superhero stories, these same are present in other hero stories, as well. The
popularity of the superhero was directly linked to the rise of “superheroic” cultures in the
totalitarian states, and therefore seemed to be incompatible with democracy. On the other
hand, the cowboy, a figure who continues to symbolize America, was popular with Hitler
and among proponents of the European right. It is with the cowboy that we begin to

dissect the myths of the heroic in the twentieth century.
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Chapter Two: The Cowboy and the Concentration Camp

“The Third Reich is Karl May’s ultimate triumph, the ghastly realization of his

i

dreams,” said Klaus Mann in 1940." May would probably have been surprised to hear
such a statement, if he were still living in 1940. Karl May, who died in 1912, was a
writer of highly popular adventure fiction set in exotic locales, including the deserts of
Arabia and the vast expanses of the American “Wild West.” It is true that Karl May was
among Hitler’s favorite authors; he claimed that it was May who taught him his first

notions of geography. He was “carried away” by May’s The Ride Through the Desert,

5. he even ga@t himself as the last man

2%

Mohicans ? Hitler empathized with Cooper’s Indian
of a dying race of noble and morally infallible warriors.” But Hitler was not the only
German who wanted to be a cowboy, or saw the German destiny in a great frontier
inhabited only by savages and fit to be opened to civilization by the actions of heroic
men. If Hitler justified what became the most brutal war in human history as a conflict

between ideologies, a war between civilization and savagery, there were plenty of

Germans who were eager to play cowhoys and Bolsheviks.* By the time Hitler’s soidiers

! Klaus Mann, “Cowboy Mentor of the Fubrer” The Living Age (November, 1940): 216-22, p. 222.
uﬂgmaﬂy published in Kenyon Review
* He also mentions Jules Verne and Felix Dahn as being essential reading material for Germans s his talk
on the evening of February 17" 1942. See Hitler's Secret Conversalions 1941-44 (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Young), 1953: 257, Cooper’s Leathersiockbug tales were not universaily accepted by the Nadd
Teacher’s league, which would have preferred a more German colonial seiiing, and even supporied cfforts
10 produce such abook. SeeH. W. Koch, The Hider Youth: Origins and Development 1922-1945 (New
1 “ork: Cooper Square Press, 2000), p. 153, Thisediiionisa mprml of a 1975 orxgmai

* This is drawn {roms Lutz P. Koepnick, “Siegfried Rides Again: Westerns, Technology, and the Third
Reich” Cultural Studies 11 (3) 1997 418-442, p. 419,
' German soldiers remained remarkably disciplined, in part due 10 3 successful propaganda campaign
which they actively pariicipated in by requesting news, magazines, and radio broadcasts. See Gmar Bariov,
The Eastern Front 1341-1945: Gerean Troops and the Barbarisation of Warfare (Palgrave: Hampshire and
New York, 2001). The edition cifed here is a revision of the 1983 edition.
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had fallen back from the frontier, some 3 million of them were dead, along with around
20 million Russians.

Why did the cowboy myth so fascinate not merely Hitler, but also the millions of
Germans who devoured Karl May novels or flocked to Western films like Luis Trenker’s
Der Kaiser von California? Western movies were made in Europe as well as America,
and Europe had some cowboys of its own in the gardions of France.” Nonetheless, critics

and fans alike tend to think of the Western as a quintessentially American type of story,’

Americans, even before Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis of 1893 iu«:eq 1o think

of the West as something that shaped America as a nation and Americans as a people.”
David Hamilton Murdoch sums up the “ethos” of the West and what it meant for
Americans: the West was won by individuals, supethuman men and women who faced
the challenges of populating the land with courage, skill, and the vision to clearly
differentiate between right and wrong. And although the frontier may have closed, it left

1ts mark on the American character. Americans would henceforth see themselves as

® See Jim Fenton, “The English Cowboy: The Earl of Aylesford in the American West” and Judy Greaves
Rainger, “The Gardions of the Camargue and Bulfale Bill” both in The Cowboy Wav: An BExplotation of
hnstarjf and Culture, odited by Paul H. Carlsen (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2000, pp. 63-76
and 167-178, and David Hamilion Murdech, The American West: The Invention of a Myih (Reno and Las
Vegas: University of Nevada Press, 2001), pp. 55-6.
6 Christopher Fravling, Spaghetti Westerns: Cowboys and Europeans from Karl May 1o Sergio Leone
(Londen, Boston and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981) begins with a list of derogaiory food terms
(fallawmg 2 from the Sﬁagheih westerns) for “inauthentic” wesiems made outside the United Siates.

The comapleie text was republished by Dover Publications Inc., 1996

® For example, William W. Savage, Jr., The Cowboy Hero: His Image in American History and Culiure
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press 1975Y; Joe B, Franiz and Julian Bmest Choate, Jr., The American
Cowbev: The Myvth and the Reality (Norman: University of Oldahoma Press, 1955); Jeffrey Wallmann,
The Westers: Parmble of the American Dream (Lubbock, Texas: Texas Tech University Press, 1999). John
Cawelti, The Six Gun Mystigue (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green University Popular Press, revised
cdition 1984) and Will Wright, Six Guns and Society: A Structural Study of the Western (Berkeley:
Undvessity of Califorria Press, 1975).
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“hardy, optimistic, egalitarian, impatient of obtrusive authority. Above all, it defined
America’s core values: individualism, self-reliance, democratic integrity.”

This is a myth, but a telling one. The directors of Hollywood Westerns have
themselves ofien been the children of immigrants,' 3 fact conveniently overlooked by
fans and critics alike who prefer to regard Westerns made outside the United States as
somehow “inauthentic.” To Americans, the Western is simply American, perhaps the
only thing that the American people have in common. As early as 1934, Bernard DeVoto
argued that for Americans, “the west is the loveliest and most enduring of our myths, the
only one that has been universally accepted.”' Even earlier, some writers have argued
that the Western movie was instrumental in struggles over the issue of “Americanization”
and immigration just after the turn of the twentieth century.”> By 1909, Motion Picture

World was envisioning Westerns as the foundation of an American (as opposed to

foreign, mostly French) motion picture art.! Dunng the revival of A-feature Westerns in

>

1939, the New York Times ran a piece in which Marlene Dietrich and Joe Pasternak, the

Hungarian-born executive producer, made fun of Karl May on the set of Destry Rides
2 I : ¥ ,

* Murdoch, The American West, p
' John Ford, widely regarded as ene ﬁf the finest western directors, was himself the offspring of Irish
irmigranis. He was born John Mariin Feeney, and oceasionally claimed his birth name was Sean Aloysius
O’Feengy. SBee Ronald L. Davis, jehn Ford: Hellvweed's Old Master (Norman, Oldahoma and London:
University of Oldahoma Press, 1995}, which contains a filmography. For a lisi of just Ford’s Western films
(54 of hig 136 movies were Westerns) see William Darby, John Ford’s Westerns: A Thematic Analysis
with a Filmograshy (Jeffersen, North Caroling and Londen: MeFariand and Company, Inc., Publishers,
1990)

' Bernard DeVoto, “The West: A Plundered Provinee” Herper’s Magazine 169 (August, 1934): 362.
"> Bdwin Perier’s The Great Train Robbery (1903) is not enly among the earliest narrative films produced
in the United Siates, # is 3 Western, and a crime sdory, ag well.
" Quoted in Richard Abel, “’Our Country’/Whese Country? The ‘ Americanization” Project of Early
‘Westerng” in Back in the Saddle Again: New Essavs on the Western, edited by Edward Buscombe and
Roberta . Pearson (London: BFI Publishing, 1998): 77-95, p. 83. French producers like George Melieres
had led in producing sasrative films,
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But Westerns were popular throughout Europe from the late nineteenth through
the twentieth century. Karl May remains among the best selling authors ever to publish
in German.”” Buffalo Bill’s Wild West drew huge crowds, including Queen Victoria,
when the troupe visited England between April 1887 and May 1888. The tour of Europe
that followed only added to the show’s reputation, and the company spent most of its
time in Burope hefore returning to the U.S. for the Columbian Exposition of 1893 "
With the advent of movies, James Fenimore Cooper still held sway, with film versions of
two of the Leatherstocking Tales being made in 1920 featuring Bela Lugosi as
Chingachgook and Uncas. In France, writers like Olivier Goux Aimard (died 1883) and
films like The Hanging ai Jefferson City (1916) developed a good-sized audience for the
Western stars like Bronco Billy Anderson and William S. Bart when they visited. Tom
Mix, the first movie cowboy to lay claim to the title “King of the Cowboys” was
practically treated like royalty when he toured Europe in 1925."7 The enthusiasm for
cowboys never left Europe.

Certainly, Westerns have drawn a diverse group of admirers, from Henry

Kissinger to Jorge Luis Borges to Akira Kurosawa to Douglas MacArthur, but that list

14 o

Reite Im, Cowboy!” New York Times December 3, 1939, p. 8, columns 3-6. The film itself was a
remake of a 1932 Tom Mix vehicle (Mix’s first foray into sound pictures) and based on a story by the
popular pulp writer Max Braad.
'3 His books were reprinted in the 1950°s in Karl May Library editions, small hardcover volumes.
'$ See Richard W. Etulian, Telling Western Stories: From Buffalo Bill to Larry McMuriry (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1999), p. 14, The Wild West was not actually past of the Columbian
Exposition, but rented space just outside.

T On Mix’s tour, see Robert Heide and John Gilman, Box-Office Buckarcos: The Cowboy Hero from the
Wild West Show o the Silver Screen (New York: Abbeville Press, 1982), pp. 46-7
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also includes Joseph Stalin'® and Adolf Hitler. The appeal of the Western to the
statesman or general is obvious; the analogy of the hero acting on behalf of the
community (even when nobody else will, as in that supremely political western, High
Noon) fits the self-image of such figures very nicely. Hitler and Mussolini alsc liked to
depict themselves as men of destiny, following a call that only they could hear, acting on
behalf of the Aryan race or the state. They both looked to frontiers to provide an outlet
for energy and aggression; this was true of Stalin as well, with the Soviet fascination with
aviation and Arctic exploration. Is the frontier experience unique to the United States?
So is the Western a truly American phenomenon, and if so, what does the quintessential
type of American narrative have to do with Nazis? In other words, what is the use of
such literature, why would Hitler, of all people, consider reading the novels of Karl May
appropriate use of the time of his general staff affer the battle of Stalingrad?"’

As with any genre, the Western is open to multiple interpretations, and can mean
different things to different people. Although there are endless variants, a Western is a
story set on the frontier that Turner attached so much significance to. In his study of

westerns, Six-Gun Mystique, John Cawelti defined the Western by what it is not when he

wrote; “a Western that does not take place in the West, near the frontier, at a point in
history when social order and anarchy are in tension, and that does not involve some sort
of pursuit, is simply not a Western.”® Or, to put it another way, “In reflecting the

restless nature of American culture, Westerns dwell on movement around a frontier,

¥ Al of these, exeept Hitler are noted in Lee Clark Mitchell, Westerns; Making the Man in Fiction and
Film {Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1996), p. 14.

¥ Cited in Koepnick, pp. 418-, although Koepnick is citing Frayling.

* Cawelti, Six Gun Mystigue, p. 58.
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whether it be by settlers, troopers, wagon trains, or roaming cowboys.”” Therefore

Westerns usually but not always take place in the American west during the last half of
the nineteenth century. ™

But the genre itself is older than the late nineteenth century. Scholars disagree,?
with some acknowledging John Filson’s 1784 biography of Daniel Boone as the
beginning of the genre ** while others look to the novels of James Fenimore Cooper.”
Cooper was imitated by a legion of dime novelists, before that industry turned its
attention to Buffalo Bill and then the cowboy heroes. All agree that the dime novels that
became so popular in the later nineteenth century before giving way to the pulp

magazines of the twentieth helped to popularize 3 genre that already existed *® Owen

/ister’s 1902 novel, The Virginian came out as the dime novels were in decline, but set a

JE-F =

new standard for Western cliches. Wister’s hero really does kill the villain in a walk
down gunfight, and really does court and marry the local schoolmarm.
The most important effect of the dime novels was the introduction of a new type

of hero, the cowboy. Cowboy heroes soon edged out the scouts, Indian fighters,

2 Wallman, Western, p. 21.

2 There are a number of Westerns sef in the present, of in other frontiers, like Australia or the Pacific

Worthwest. Most of these were made during the 1960°s and 1970’ s, when the Western began to reflect the

rethinking of American values that followed from the Vietnam War. The most prominent interwar

Westerns that were not set io the nincteenth century were the films of Gene Autrey, which were sct in the

contemporary period, and included radios, telephones, automobiles, and airplanes and, of course, Gene

Autrey phonograph records.

= Fora b“lef diSCHbSIOZl of the ~arhesi hemu Wesiem hteramrc, see Kent Ladd Stecmnesser, The Western
7 Ibid, p. 41. p. 41

= Cu@pe; s Leatherstocking Tales do take place at the frontier, which at that time was western New York

and the Chic and Allegheny valley regions. Cooper’s hero was, in essence, the character identified with

Daniel Boone, so much so that in 1860, historian Cecil B. Hartley referred his readers to Cooper for

informaiim on Boone’s wilderness survival skills.

For the history of the dime novel in America see Michael Denning, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels
and Working Class Calture in America (London and New York: Verso, 19873, also Marcus Klein, Easterns,
Westerng, and Private Eves: American Matters 1870-1900 (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1994).
Scholars who sec Wister as the father of the western genre claim that Wister did not invent the genre, but
he standardized it in The Virginian, adding classic elements like the walk-down gunfight.
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mountain men, trappers, pathfinders, and good badmen type of outlaws’ to become the
central figure of the Western. Not all of these stories were set in the west, but all took
place at the moving boundary between the growing United States and the land still in the
hands of indigenous peoples. The Western heroes were those at the edge of civilization
until the frontier closed. Then the Western tended to settle on the cowboy, the most
mythic of the whole list of hero types, the only one without a real life counterpart. There
were, of course, real cowboys, but few people could name one as easily as they could
name Kit Carson, Wild Bill Hickok, Buffalo Bill, George Custer, Jesse James, or Billy
the Kid. Only the gunfighter and the outlaw hero could compete with the cowboy, since
both were in part cowboy heroes in a slightly different focus.

Being a cowboy was the dream of children everywhere, if the sheer volume of toy
guns, spurs, secret decoder rings, and cowboy wear is any indication.?® This was not
limited to the United States. On March 12, 1939, the New York Times ran a photograph
of Norway’s “Number One Cowboy,” 2-year-old Prince Harald in a cowboy outfit. In
Weimar Germany, youthful gangs of criminals adopted their names from western
adveniures they read. Among Berlin’s gangs of Wanderflege/”” occur names like “Blood

of the Indians” {({ndianerblut), “Red Apaches” (Roten Apacher), “Santa Fe,” and “Wild

West.""A report on such gangs says “The atmosphere of these groups is strongly

4 Among the most popular dime novel heroes was Deadwood Dick, an outiaw who served a8 a Iawman,
and even played the detective from time 1o time. He was quickldy imitated by other publishers, and even
Had a son who had adventures of his own. See Klein, Easterns, Westerns, and Private Bves

* For some of the marketing tie-ins to movie and radic cowboys, sec Heide and Gilman, Box Office
Buckaroos, -

* This term for a roving person who is rude or offensive is perhaps 2 pun on Wandervogel, 2 term
associated with pre-WW 1 German youth hiking and outing clubs.

* Such gangs were not imited to Berlin, Life in the Third Reich, edited by Richard Bessel (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 1987) reproduces 2 photograph from the Bundesarciiv Cologne
showing members of the “Navajo™ gang afier their arrest during the Easter holiday, 1940, Their costumes
are considerably more subdued than the pre-war gang members.”
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influenced by the stories of Karl May, by contempt for society and sentimental feelings,

and by lack of inhibition.”®! One gang leader actually calied himself Winneiou, afier the
Y g ¥y

Indian hero of Karl May’s novels.*

The Ring Gangs that terrorized Berlin grew out of the various “life reform™
movements that sprang up in Germany prior to World War One. In Germany, youth ate
up the romantic lore of outdoor activities,” in direct contrast to the shaky industrial
society Bismarck had just butlt. The Wandervoge/ movement began in the middle-class
Berlin township of Steglitz in 1901, with just about 100 members. But it counted some
25,000 members by the time of the First World W ar.* According to Peter Stachura, the
“Committee for Schoolboy Excursions” (to use the full title) was a part of a broader
Kulturkritik arising from the middle class and taking a strong anti-urban and anti-
industrial stance.” These and similar youth groups, including a version of the Boy
Scouts (Pfadfinder) indulged in hiking, camping, singing, and other outdoor pursuits, and
were generally anti-authority in the fashion youth often are, rebelling for a while, then
conforming as they grow “out of it.” But not all youth gangs were just about hiking.
Some of these groups, including ones who took their names and styles from Tartars or
Apache Indians, were full-fledged criminal organizations, whose members were not

above armed robbery or car theft, which tended to provide them with increased mobility

Weimar and Early Nazi Germany, transiated by Roberi Schwartzwald (Durham and London: Duke

University Press, 1994): 165-172, p. 168

2 Sec the photograph in Guerin. He wears an outlandish costume, and a belt with the words “wild and
free” onit.

3 Not just in Germany. Lord Baden-Powell began the Boy Scout movement in England in 1908,

* Peter Stachura, The German Youth Movement 1900-1945; An Interpretive and Documentary History
{London: MacMillan Press, 1981), pp. 19-21. On vouth movements in Germany, see also Brenda Ralph
Lewis, Hitler Youth: The Hiderjugend in War and Peace 1933-19435 (Staphehurst, Kent: Spellmount,
2000).

33 Stach&f& German Youth Movement, p. 14,
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as they offen stole cars merely for the purpose of driving them. When they said wild and
free, they meant it. They were cowboys and Indians and pirates and they lived outside
school structures or outside the law as a whole.”

In any case, the cowboy, an armed man who seemed to be his own boss,”” stood
in contrast to the “civilized” man found “back east.” The rule of law had a way of
creating an artificial society, where good men could be held down and only birth status
mattered.”® Similar sentiments can be found in all sorts of political novels, as well. For
instance, Goebbels’ novel Michael has the hero become a worker as a means of leveling
out the advantages of birth; while the heroes of German science fiction novels often have
similar experiences that their authors seem to believe make them more qualified as
leaders. They temporarily become workers, for instance, or go into exile, only to emerge
as leaders and begin to climb to glory from the bottom.

In Karl May’s Winnetou, we are introduced to the hero, Karl, soon to be known

as “Old Shatterhand,” before he has earned his nickname, and he spends the first part of
the book becoming a “man of the west,” no longer a “greenhorn.” He quickly learns the
law of the prairie, “I can shoot anyone on the spot that threatens me with a knife or a
bullet.””” Quite the contrast from a society of business and litigation; May’s West was a

place where the law of the Old Testament holds sway and every person can and must

* Seg, for instance, Christine Fournier, “Ring Youth Gangs,” translated by Thomas Cassirer, in Daniel
Guerin, The Brown Plague, transiated by Robert Schwartzwald (Durham and London: Duoke Umvernm/
Press, 1994). pp. 165- 172. This article originaily appeared in Die Neve Weltbuhne, January 20™ 1931, an
has something of the alarmist feel associated with juvenile delinquency scares in the post-war U.S.
Emfphabis on “seemed” here. Cowboys were generally underpaid and poorly treated. “Real cowboys
were dirty, overworked laborers,” seasonally unemployed, averaging twenty-four years of age and rarely
working more than scven years as cowboys. For more on their working conditions, see Panl H, Carlson,
“Myth and the Modern Cowbsy in The Cowboy Way: An Em}oranon of History and Cylture (Lubbock,
Texas; Texas Tech University Press, 2000): 1-10, p. 3.
*® Wister expounds this argument in The Virginian, when his narrator argues that true democracy is the
same thing as irse anstocracy, since on the frontier all men have the same opportunily, and the best will
inevitably rise to the top, which is in Wister’s view democracy.
* Karl May, Winnetou, translated by Michael Shaw (New York: Seabury Press, 1977), p. 76.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



avenge wrongs personally.® The law can be oppressive; sometimes good men must
stand outside the law to uphold right and justice. Deadwood Dick, who appeared in some
thirty-three dime novels from 1887 onward before being replaced as the main character
by his son Deadwood Dick, Junior, who also enjoyed a long, although somewhat
different career, was an outlaw, not because he was a bad man, but because he had been
overcome by the corrupt legal system back east. “To be outside of what “law’ now was,
was the only way in which to be truly lawful, as is the message of the great Deadwood
Dick himself”" Jesse James, the outlaw, was also the hero of a number of dime
novels,” and his connection with train robbery found a welcome reception among many
who understood the railroads as a new and dangerous force 1n the world of commerce.

The marginal but heroic figure of the cowboy appealed not only to people feeling
confined by laws and the growth of corporations, but also to people cuiside the United
States, as May’s success demonstrated. While the figure of the cowboy is clearly
American in origin, the popularity of the cowboy hero and his West do not lie in the
“imagined community”” that grew out of a unique American frontier experience.” Such
communities could grow up anywhere that people found themselves in a marginalized
position or felt themselves trapped between alternative visions of the political and social
order. The cowboy’s appeal owes much to the socio-economic conditions of the end of
the nineteenth century that were found across industrializing nations in Europe and in

America. The uncertainty and instability of the age, which saw the growth of factories

“ fbid pp. 92-3. It should be noted that when Rattler murders Klekih-Petra, the “white father” of the
Apaches, Old Shatierhand cannot judge bim, as be is not a relative of the victim,

I Klein, op. cit, p. 100.

2 Like Deadwood Dick, James is depicted as driven to become an outlaw by ingjustice; taking upon himself
some of the aspects of the social bandit as defined by Hobsbawm,

* Benedict Anderson’s term for a nation, a collective act of imagination and forgetting,

* We're talking about the Turner thesis here, the idea that the frontier experience shaped American society
in a completely unique way.
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and the rise of a new political class in the proletariat, was well prepared to embrace a
heroic figure who seemed to enjoy autonomy in his work and a definite sense of purpose
and place in his life.  The cowboy was a self-reliant man in an age of bigger and more
impersonal bureaucracies, be they government or corporate. And he was a man in an age

5
3

of women’s suffrage and the perceived breakdown of traditional gender roles.” Among
the German youth who adopted Indian or pirate nicknames, androgyny was the order of
the day, with cutlandish costumes, nicknames, and jeweiry.%

In the 1920’s and 1930’s, youth gang members were not the only cowboys
without horses. Will Rogers, the “cowboy philosopher,” found in the airplane a means
for creating cowboy heroes in the twentieth century. He routinely described pilots as
cowboys, challenging the frontiers of the heavens with nothing more than faith and a
mechanical steed. The dangers of this “final frontier” were suitable for molding the types
of leaders and heroes that Rogers believed America was no longer producing on the
ground or on the golf courses.*” Charles Lindbergh not only fascinated the world with his
solo crossing of the Atlantic,” but like so many aviators he took on some of the aspects
of the Western hero. “{Flor millions of Americans in the twenties, Lindbergh’s flight
appeared as a confrontation of man and nature and thus recalled the country’s wilderness

beginnings. Contemporaries hailed him as a “pioneer’ and as the congueror of a ‘new

43

In her West of Evervihing, Jane Tompkins argues that women are among the categories of things that
cowboy herces must avoid in order io be heroic. Robert Warshow holds that women are wholly irrelevant
to Westerns. During the postwar Western craze, n 1954 Frederick Woods said that in Westerns, “time
after time one can detach the females withowt endangering the stracture of the main plot.” Frederick
Woods, “Hot Guns and Cold Women” Films and Filming v. 5 (1959): 11 and 30, p. 30.

*® For one example, see the photography of “Chief Winneton” (who fook his nickname from the Karl May
chazacter) in Guerin, op. ¢if. A few years later this youth had joined the SA.

1 For a detailed analysis, based on Rogers on writing and broadcasts, sec Peter Rollins, “Will Rogers on
Aviation; A Means of Fostering Frontier Values in an Age of Bunk?” joumal of American Culture v. 7
{1984): 85-92,

¥ He was not the first 1o cross the Atlantic by air, but he was the first to do it solo starting from America.
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frontier.””® In the aviator, the nation that saw itself molded in the frontier spirit could
imagine a new way to mold such men as the unexplored frontier once had.

The mythic west is not only unexplored territory. It is also the battleground
between savagery and civilization. The conflict between civilization and barbarian, or
savage, or heathen has reappeared in various guises throughout the nineteenth an
twentieth centuries. Americans who grew up on a steady diet of westerns in the 1950°s
found themselves in “Indian territory” during the Vietnam War. But they were hardly the
first generation of children to play at westerns. The emphasis on the boundaries between
civilization and the rest of the earth have been put aside by more recent writers on the
genre, who instead focus on the hero and the way elements of the genre serve as a means
of defining and testing the western hero.

The Western hero has also varied over time. At first, there was the mountain
man, the Indian scout, and the soldier. They all had their real life prototypes in figures
such as Daniel Boone, Kit Carson, Buffalo Bill, and George Custer.”’ Gunfighters like
Wild Bill Hickok and outlaws like Jesse James or Billy the Kid were also turned into
heroes of novels and movies.”' The cowboy, on the other hand, was a poorly paid,
marginalized laborer, who worked long trail drives in the middle years of the nineteenth
century before the railroads moved far enough west so that the cattle no longer had tc be

driven up the trail to a railhead. No single figure stands out as the example of the

* Joseph J. Corn, The Winged Gospel: America’s Romance with Aviation, 1900-1950 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1983), p. 25. Corn goes on to point out that Lindbergh was easy to it into the mold of 2
pioneer hero. A descendent of Swedish ploneers, Lindbergh appeared a committed ideatist for the cause of
aviation. He did not drink or smoke; he appeared exceedingly moral next to the gangsters, bootleggers, and
corrupt politicians he pushed off the froni page of the newspapers.

' On the transformation of real people into heroes, see Rita Parks, The Western Hero in Film and
Television: Mass Media Mythology (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1982), pp. 3543,

' Outlaw heroes were very popular during the Depression, and several Westerns in the 1939-1941 cycle
featured the James Gang or Billy the Kid For more on the outlaw as hero, see chapter 3.
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cowboy hero. But out of these laborers the quintessential American hero was born. So
who was the cowboy, and why did the figure of the cowboy come to saturate American
culture to the extent that his image is still used to sell everything from cigarettes and
pickup trucks to political candidates?

The term “‘cowboy’ 1s found as early as the American revolution, when it referred
to British loyalists from the area of Westchester County, New York who were in the habit
of stealing cattle under cover of fighting the war.”> Until the middle of the 1880°s, the
term cowboy was almost always negative, often nothing more than a synonym for thief.
Cowboys were generally described as villains in eastern publications, including popular
magazines like Frank Leslie s [llustrated Weekly and The Police Gazette, which
specialized in lurid crime reporting.™ In 1885, former cowboy Charles A. Siringo

published his autobiography, A Texas Cowboy, or. Fifieen Years on the Hurricane Deck

of a Spanish Pony, cashing in just as cowboys were finding some respectability in the

eyes of east coast magazine publishers. Although exact sales numbers are impossible to
come by, Siringo’s book was reprinted several times well into the twentieth century. It
was followed in 1887 by the first of a series of novels that starred William Levi “Buck”
Taylor, who performed with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West as “The King of the Cowboys.”>*
By 1890, the cowboy had become a fixture in dime novels,” despite the fact that cowboy
heroes actually did very little with their skills as cowboys. Although his dime novel

career was relatively short, yielding to detective and romance fiction, the cowboy’s image

** James R. Wagner, “Cowboy: Origin and Early Use of the Term” in Carlson, The Cowboy Way, pp. 11-
20.

® An in-depth look at the porirayal of cowboys in the nineteenth century can be found in Murdoch, The
Amernican West, pp. 44-62.

** The influence of Buffalo Bill on the popular perception of the Wild West cannot be overstated. For
details on Buffalo Bill's Wild West, see Richard W. Etulain, Telling Western Stories; From Buffalo Bill to
Larry McMuriry (Albuguergue: University of New Mexico Press, 1999), pp. 5-21.

> Jhid,p. 61. Also Etulian, TeHling Western Stories.

Dud
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as an American legend would be cemented by the turn of the century by a trio of elite
easterners.

Owen Wister, Frederic Remington and Theodore Roosevelt all moved in the same
social circles. In fact, Wister and Roosevelt met at Harvard.”® Roosevelt had already

ublished Ranch Life and the Hunting Trail {1828%) and The Wilderness Hunter before
L }

riding off to glory on San Juan Hill. Wister dedicated The Virginian to Roosevelt.
Remington illustrated both authors. In 1885 Wister was suffering from a bad case of
nerves brought on by conflict with his father over a choice of career. His solution was a
trip to the ranch of Major Frank Wolcott in Wyoming. Wolcott was a friend of Wister’s
doctor S. Weir Mitchell and the head of the Wyoming Stock Grower’s Assocciation, the
man who would lead the rancher’s side in the Johnson County War of 1892, In short,
Wister’s west was the same privileged realm that he moved in back east. In The

Virginian, naturally, he makes the ranchers heroes and the populace, who are

characterized as “thieves” responsible for the decline of the cattle bonanza. In reality, the

ranchers, including Frank Wolcott, had led a large gang of killers into Johnson County to

suppress a populist uprising against the wealthy ranch owners and had to be rescued by

federal troops when the population fought back. Wister knew all this first hand; he went

back to the west several more times during the 1890’s, sponsored by Harper's Magazine.
1t should not be surprising, therefore, that Wister’s cowboy heroes were firmly

Anglo-Saxon. Although the actual numbers of black, Hispanic and Indian cowboys will

*® On Owen Wister, see Darwin Payne, Owen Wister: Chronicler of the West. Gentleman of the East
{Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1985). Wister’s Evolution of the Cowpuncher was part of
his exchanges with Remington
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probably never be known for certain,”’ Wister himself was certain that the cowboy was
the very archetype of the Anglo-Saxon. In his article “The Evolution of the Cow-
Puncher”® Wister makes it clear that the cowboy is none other than the last descendant
of a long line of Saxon conquerors, from the Vikings to King Arthur’s knights to Sir
Francis Drake “To survive in the clean cattle country requires a spirit of adventure,
courage, and self-sufficiency; you will not find many Poles of Huns or Russian Jews in
that district; it stands as yet untainted by the benevolence of Baron Hirsch.”” The love
of exploring is for Wister a racial imperative; the Saxon’s legs are “designed for the
gripping of saddles.”® The west is the natural home of the white man, just as it is not
sutted for other types, especially Jews.

The Virginian is rife with praise for the elite over the masses. To Wister, the
Declaration of Independence was a formal statement of inequality, a ratification of the
principle of letting the best man win. “True democracy and true aristocracy are one and
the same thing,” says Wister’s narrator.’’ The imperatives of race can also be found in
the novels of Karl May. May’s hero, Old Shatterhand, remains a German and a Christian
even in the wild west, and recognizes other Germans he meets there as though by some
act of God, as in the case of Kiekih-Petra, or for no good reason at all, as in the case of

( 1 M e .
young Harry.*? The cowboy hero may be a displaced southerner, or a German, or just a

>" For that matter, it is niot even possible to count, on the basis of existing evidence, the actual number of
cowboys there were, Estimates vary from 20,000 to 35,000 between the years 1866 and 1886,

* Owen Wister, “The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher” in Wister, The Virginian: A Horseman of the Plains
{Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998}, pp. 329-344. Originally published in Harper s
New Monthly AMagazine 91 (September, 1895): 602-617.

> Ibid  p. 331. Baron Maurice de Hirsch (1831-1896) was a noted Jewish philanthropist who supported
the Alliance Israclite Universelle and contributed funds to help Jews emigrate from Russia

® 1bid., p. 333.

' Wister, Virginian, p. 101.

% Karl May, Winnetou, translated by Michael Shaw (New York: Seabury Press, 1977) pp. 82-3 and p. 425.
Harry even admits that he can’t place Shatterhand’s accent.
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drifter dressed in black like Zane Grey’s Lassiter, but in the west they were all white
men, and cowboys. While it is possible, although hardly necessary, to read a certain level
of social Darwinism into Wister, the fact remains that Wister’s novel established the
defining elements for the Western in the twentieth century. And Wister’s unnamed hero
identifies himself as a cow-boy (Wister uses the hyphen).

What explains the fascination with the cowboy as hero? The cowboy hero
generally spends little time driving cattle. In countless dime novels, movies, radio shows,
even television programs, he rides into a town threatened by lawlessness, saves the day
with his unmatchable combat skills, and rides off again, asking no thanks and having no
place in the civilization he has saved. Early movie cowboys, like William S. Hart in
Hell’s Hinges, start out as bad men but come over to the side of the angels when
influenced by a woman. Others operate either by themselves, or, more commonly, with a
sidekick. Even the Lone Ranger had Tonto.

The cowboy hero who saves the town is not your individualistic,

competitive self-achiever, the representative type of our civilization. He’s

a free spirit who shows deference only to women. He’s an egalitarian (at

least among Anglos) who treats the whole town with decency, especiaily

the weak and defenseless. He hates exploitation and viclence toward

people by forces outside the community or hostile to it. He’s restless and

unattached, but he responds tc human feeling. He’s fearless and powerful,

but uses his deadly force only for defense or community service.”

That about sums it up, but it excludes the skills of actual, working cowboys.

Although the Virginian calls himself a cowboy, he spends little time actually herding

cattle “on stage” during the course of the novel. That would await the coming of Pearl

% Jack Weston, “The Cowboy Wesiern and the Utopian ivei mise” Monthly Review 30 (10 51-53, po. 52-
A (U A } i
3.
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Zane Grey’s Riders of the Purple Sage (1912)." Grey’s hero, Lassiter, is knownas a

gun-man (sic) but he is also a cowboy, as he demonstrates when he stops a stampede with
his fantastic riding and cattle herding skills.*® In fact, Lassiter is the prototype of the
gunfighter, dressed all in black leather, with two “black-butted” guns slung across his
hips. His name strikes fear into the Mormons, whose attempt to whip Bern Venters
Lassiter interrupts by his mere arrival %

What the Virginian does have going for him is the array of skills that had been
identified with the cowboy since Buffalo Bill’s “Cowboy Fun” section of the Wild West.
These include superb horsemanship, roping skills, and a tendency to tell tall tales.
Furthermore, the cowboy hero is almost®” always exceptionally skilled when it comes to
fighting, with his fists or his ubiquitous six-gun, but he lives by a code of honor that
prevents him from attacking first or shooting a man in the back. The cowboy code,

furthermore, permits no insult to go unanswered.” The “Code of the Cowboy,” as

defined by Roy Rogers or Gene Autrey in the years just after World War 1I* differed

published by Harper Brothers, 1912, On Grey's Hife and work, see Carlton Jackson, Zane Grev (Boston:
Twayne Publishers, 1989), revised edition of 2 1973 original. Grey allegedly stopped using his first name,
Peard, after he overhead two women refer to him as “she” when discussing one of his novels.

® Lassiter loses his horse in this encounter. The animal had previously been blinded by the Mormons an
act which establishes their villainous credentials.

% He is cast as a savior from kis first appearance. Janc Withersteen, the novel’s heroine, prays for aid. “In
her extremity she found hersell murmring, “Whence cometh my helpt” 1t was a prayer, as if forth from
those lonely purple reaches and walls of red and clcfis of blue might ride a fearless man.” Grey, Riders of
the Purple Sage, p. 7. Jane prays for deliverance not by a god, but by a man. Her prayer is answered
immediately, as Lassiter appears on the horizon as she prays.

®" The major exception to this rule was the singing cowboy, who certainly could fight, but often solved
problems without resorting to violence, or at least lethal violence. Gene Autrey sometimes made use of his
1ope 1o apprehend villains without harming them. ‘

% The Virginian’s respense to an insult, “When vou call me that, smile...” ranks among the most quoted
iines in the history of cowboy novels.

® Rogers and Autrey, who were two of the most popular movie cowboys, both began their movie carcers in
the middic 1930°s. On Autrey” early carecr and influences, see Peter Stanfield, “Dixic Cowboys and Blue
Yodels: The Strange History of the Singing Cowboy” in Back in the Saddle, pp. 96-118.
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very little from the Virginian’s.”" Rather than an occupational type, the cowboy hero is
closer to an amalgam of the gunfighter, the outlaw hero, and the avenger all rolled into
one. Cowboy heroes also lived by the “laws of the west,” which Karl May summed up.
Leaving aside Gene Autrey’s “Cowboy Commandments,” the cowboy hero has
certain defining characteristics. First and foremost, he is physically brave and capable of
bearing hardship and injury. Although he spends his time out of doors, he takes great
pride in his costume.”’ He is also highly skilled in the arts of violence, but always
reluctant to become violent. May’s hero, Old Shatterhand, drew his nickname from his
uncanny ability to knock men out with his fist, he preferred that type of non-permanent
sclution when viclence was unavcidable, although he can and does kill. He is taciturn in
the extreme. The best cowboy actors communicated more with facial expressions or a
few words than with eloquence. In Hollywood Westerns, the lead-up to a gunfight is
often without dialogue, an exchange of close-ups in which the antagonists stare at each
other until the moment when they both know that it is time to fight and die. In fact, Jane

Tompkins, in West of Evervthing, argued that verbal communication is anathema to the

Western hero. “For the Western is at heart antilanguage. Doing, not talking, is what it
values.””

When discussing Westerns made in Nazi Germany, critics tend to focus on the

fact that German films allow their heroes to speak, sometimes at great length. Film

" These codes are so well known as fo have become clichés. They include things like fair play, never
shooting first, respect for women, children and the elderly, honesty, and patriotism. For the full list; see
Albert B. Tucker, “Reel Cowboys: Cowhands and Western Movies” in Carlson, Cowboy Wav, pp. 179-
200,

T Cowboy costumes as depicted in movies are rarely worn by real working cowboys. The claborate
costume in fiction goes back to Wister, as well, when he has the Virginian admit to Molly that he probably
tikes good clothes more than she does.

2 Jane Tompkins, West of Evervthing: The Inner Life of Westerns (New York and Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), . 56.
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critics George Fenin and William Everson regard German Westerns as mostly near
misses. “[tihe German Westerns lacked the sustained speed and simplicity of the
American originals. Development would be painstaking and plodding; the protagonists

4 2173

would spend far too much time discussing and contemplating before they acte More

recently, Lutz Koepnick argued that “German Westerns tend to render eloguence the

pathway to success and heroic mastery.””*

Given the reliance of totalitarian politicians
on the spoken word, this is not surprising. American critics, however, have ignored75 the
fact that some of the most popular westerns of the 1930°s and 1940’s did not feature
taciturn cowboys who solved every problem with violence. Starting with 1934°s In Old
Santa Fe, Gene Autrey moved from recording star to cowboy matinee hero. Whereas
most Westerns were targeted at a male audience, Autrey himself believed his audience
composed in large part of women, who tended to make up a larger percentage of the radio
audience that Autrey had first developed as a singer.”® And in Autrey’s films, problems
are often resolved through negotiation, disguise, or even music.”’

Leaving aside the singing cowboy heroes, the Western hero is also resolutely
male, and so is his much of his audience. In fact, defining the ideal of masculinity is a
large part of what westerns do. Tompkins reads westerns as the answer to the Victorian
age women’s novel. Theodore Roosevelt, for example, was always eager to point out the

benefits of strenuous living for American men who might be losing touch with their male

identities by living and working indoors. In Western fiction, strenuous living sometimes

" George N. Fenin and William Everson, The Western: From Silents to the Seventies (Middlesex, New
Yaork, et. al., Penguin Books, revised edition, 1977), p. 323.

™ Koepnick, “Siegfried Rides Again” p. 430.

7 Critics like Robert Watshow, Jane Tompkins and John Tuska have ignored Autrey and the singing
cowboy entirely

° Stanfield, “Dixie Cowboys,” p. 111.

" Autrey’s films also broke the mold by not being set in the mythic western past. Modern objects like
automobiles, radio siations, even Gene Autrey phonograph records figure in the plots,
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does not go far enough, and men need to suffer and inflict torture and pain in order to
prove themselves men. Lee Clark Mitchell documents the way westerns break down and
rebuild the male body through the use of torture and violence, which he argues is “less a
matter of violating another than of constituting one’s physical self as a male.”"
Although such suffering is usually the result of viclence, it need not be man against man.
Eugene Manlove Rhodes’ “The Long Shift” pits his heroes against the clock to save
miners trapped in a cave-in. Although the story is about nothing more than digging a
rescue hole, Rhodes’ language seems to glorify in physical torture:

Hour after hour they drove home the assault; stripped to the waist, soaked

and streaked with sweat and dust; with fingers cramped from gripping on

hammer and drill; with finger-joints that cracked and bled, wrists bruised

and swollen from jarring blows. The rough and calloused hands were

blistering now; eyes were red-rimmed and sunken, faces haggard and

drawn; back, muscles and joints strained and sore; worse than all, the

powder headache throbbed at their temples with torture intolerable. .. But

the brave music of clashing steel rang steadily, clear, unfaltering, where

flesh and blood flung itself at the everlasting hill.”

What is clear when the hole is finished and the trapped miners rescued is that the
effort was the work of men, defined as such by their suffering. Fascism is also resolutely
male, and it, too, defines masculinity by the ability to withstand pain and undergo
suffering in pursuit of a goal. The construction of masculine identities is central to fascist

movements from Spain and Italy to Britain and Eastern Europe.®® For the fascist, Klaus

Theweleit has argued, pain is the defining principle of masculinity. Using Ernst

7 Mitchell, Wesiems, p. 169.

" Eugene Manlove Rhodes, “The Long Shift” in The Rhodes Reader: Stories of Virgins, Villains, and
Varmints, sclected by W.H. Hutchinson (Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1975, pp. 38-
48, p. 44, Originally published in McClure’s (August, 1907).

¥ For example, Tony Collins writes, “For the BUF (British Union of Fascists) Fascism and masculinity
were one and the same.” Tony Collins, “Retirn to Manhood: The Cult of Masculinity and the British
Union of Fascists” in Superman Supreme: Fascist Body as Political Icon — Global Fascism, edited by J A
Mangan (London and Portland, Oregon: Frank Cass, 2000); 145-162, p. 146,
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Salomon’s story of his life as a military cadet, Theweleit runs through the gamut of
tortures Salomon describes, and concludes, “The body is estranged from the pleasure
principle, drilled and reorganized into a body ruled by the “pain principle”: what is nice is
what hurts...”*! Such training is intended to drive the individual past the breaking point,
into unconsciousness. The willingness to undergo such torture becomes the measure of
the man, a test of worthiness to see if he can be part of the crew or machine. Females, of
course, are totally excluded from such activities. Rather, pushing oneself to the limit is
seen as the antidote to the desire for women.*? And female bodies, despite the scores of
actual pioneer women, are rare in Westerns (except the singing cowboy variety),*®
although women did get the lead in a few A-feature westerns that appeared when the
genre underwent a revival between 1939 and 1941.%

The relative lack of women, and their association with speech and other “useless”
means of problem solving is our first clue as to the appeal of Westerns to the fascist
“soldier male.” Klaus Theweleit’s study of the mental processes of men who would go
on to become Nazis and man the death camps focuses on the use of violence to constitute
the man’s body. Theweleit’s soldier males fashion themselves into men of iron, with
rigid bodies that are capable of coping with any amount of pain. They exclude not only
women and language (which Tompkins groups together), but all of the things women and

language can stand for: society, civilization, compromise. Some Nazi films are quite

¥ Kiaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies; Volume I}; Psychoanalvzing the White Terror, translated by Erica
Carter and Chris Turner, in collaboration with Stephen Conway (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1989 p. 150.

8 mbid, p. 170.

¥ Wallman, Western, p. 27. As far back as 1959, Frederick Woods argued that women are irrelevant to
the plot of most westerns, except as the prize for the hero. Frederick Woods, “Hot Guns and Cold Women”
Films and Filming v. § (March 1959), p. 11 andp. 30. Cited in Calder, There Must be g Lone Ranger

¥ Tn particular, Jean Arthur, who received top billing for Arizona (1940). Arthur had already starred as
Calamity Jane, opposite Clark Gable as Wild Bill Hickok in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Plainsman (1936).

She would go on to play Marian Starret, the homesicading wife, in George Stevens’ Shane {1953).
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explicit in this regard. Karl Ritter’s Pafriors (1936) concerns a German flier who is
downed behind French lines during World War 1. The flier meets a French girl, and, in
the conflict between his military duty and love for the girl, duty wins out. “In Patriots
Ritter’s] thesis was: “There is something more important than love between a man and a

i

N , . . . .,
woman — heroism.”™® In the third film of Ritter’s “soldier cycle,” Pour le Merite, the
love for an airplane, the pilot’s steed, is more important o the hero than the love of a
woman.
Considering the metaphysics of the way the cowboy hero fights and kills, Peter

French wrote,

The western hero, unlike his counterpart villain, still displays feelings and

emotions. He is not emotionally bankrupt, but he has put his emotions

aside. He has overcome them in rising to the moment of killing. .. But

there must eventually be a cost, a high psychological price to be paid for

such grace. What it is, of course, 1s yet another death in Westerns: the

death of ordinary human feelings. The hero’s noble behavior is a kind of

sacrifice: the sacrifice of his emotional side and therefore a significant part

of his humanity.*®

¥ " : M £ 8 2 k1

If the Western hero is in some sense not fully human,*” then it should come as no
surprise that his closet companion 18 often his horse. The horses of movie cowboys like
Tom Mix, Roy Rogers and Gene Autrey became celebrities in their own right, they were

sometimes billed above their rider’s human co-stars in the credits. The tradition of the

cowboy hero who talks to his horse again goes back to Wister; the Virginian seems closer

¥ John Alimann, “The Technigue and Content of Hitler’s War Propaganda Films: Part T. Karl Ritter and
his Early Films” Film Quarterlv 4 (1949-50): 383-391, p. 390. This edition is a reprint published by AMS
Reprint Company, New York, 1966

% Peter A. French, Cowboy Metaphysics: Ethics and Death in Westerns {Lanham, Boulder, New York and
Onford: Rowman and Littleficld Publishers, Inc., 1997), p. 89.

¥ In Riders of the Purple Sage, Jane Withersteen suspects the hero Lassiter of being “haif-horse.” During
an extended chase scene, Bem Venters is convinced his foe, Jerry Card, is more than half horse. Even
villains can have such characteristics.
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to his horse, Monte, than to most people.™ Curiously enough, a preference for the
company of horses over people (especially women) can be found in the novels and
reports of the fascist men Theweleit studied.” Perhaps they learned that from Karl May,
where, after Old Shatterhand survives an oil field fire, the narration goes, “I slowly pulled
myself up, put my arms around the neck of my faithful, incomparable, trembling horse

3 b k] > b : 3 ﬁ()( 3] re M .
and kissed him as perhaps only a lover kisses his beloved "™ In The Virginian, as well as

Riders of the Purple Sage and other Zane Grey novels, one certain mark of villainy is that
villains mistreat horses, and every real cowboy knows that sort of evil when they see it.”
Scholars writing about the western have a tendency o wax almost poetic when it
comes to the cowboy and his horse. John Cawelti writes, “The hero is a man with a horse
and the horse 1s his direct tie to the freedom of the wilderness, for it embodies his ability

to move freely across it and to dominate and control its spirit.””?

Anyone who has ever
ridden a horse knows that to do so is to feel powerful, to be able to control an animal so
much larger than oneself so easily. “The horse, like a colonized subject, makes a man a
master. Its association with knighthood, chuvalric orders, lordly privilege, and high
degree reinforces the image of mastery that a man on horseback represents. That image
is political through and through.”” And movies about cavalry soldiers are common

encugh to have given rise to the expression “saved by the cavalry” as a cliché. In some

cowboy movies featured horses were billed above the female lead. In the case of movies

¥ The Virgiman even gives his horse the credit for saviig Molly in their first encounter. Wister, The
Yirginian, p. 74.

% Theweleit, Male Fantasies, pp. 52-61.

* May, Winnetou IT, pp. 434-5.

! For instance, in Grey’s The Mysterious Rider. no cowboy will lend the villain Jack Bellounds a set of
spurs to ride with, because he treats the horse he would ride roughly. Zane Grey, The Mysierious Rider
(New York: McKinlay, Stone and Mackenzie, 1921}, pp. 41-3.

% Cawelti, Six Gun Mystique, p. 85.

> Tompkins, West of Everything, p. 101
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cowboys like Tom Mix’s Tony, Gene Autrey’s Champion, or Roy Roger’s Trigger, the
horse became a movie star in its own right.

The cowboy hero’s other constant companion is his gun. For the cowboy hero,
his very identity as a man is often tied up in his possession of a gun. In the case of May’s
heroes, Old Shatterhand and Winnetou, the weapon of choice 1s the rifle, which makes a
good deal of sense on the open terrain of the prairies.”® Old Shatterhand has a pair of
rifles, while Winnetou uses the famous “silver rifle,” nicknamed for the silver kill
notches in its grip. For the American cowboy hero, his weapon of choice is the six-gun,
preferably the Colt “Peacemaker” in either .44 or .45 caliber.”” Wister’s Virginian is a
virtuoso with a revolver, although he does worry that getting married might ruin his skill
at such a manly art.”® And Zane Grey, the most popular American writer of westerns in
the first half of the twentieth century, is explicit about the connection between guns and

masculinity. In Riders of the Purple Sage, Lassiter says, “Gun-packin’ in the West since

the Civil War has growed into a kind of moral law. An” out here on this border it’s the
difference between a man an’ somethin’ not a man.”’

The gunfighter of fiction also lived by a code, a sort of “code duello” that
governed combat. The chivalry of the cowboy gunfight may owe something to the myth
of southern chivalry. In Wister’s novel, the chief villain, Trampas, establishes himself as
a villain by shooting a man in the back. Wister’s true cowboys understand the expected

code of behavior, even if it means their own death, as it does to Steve, who is lynched. In

both Wister and Grey, the cowboy hero is a southerner {either by birth or by moving at a

** Western movies to the contrary, it is almost impossible to accuzately fire 3 revolver from a moving
horse. 1t is also very difficult to hit anvthing with a revolver bevond abowt thirty yards.

A traditional saying gocs, God created men, Samuel Colt made them equal.

* Wister, The Virginian, p. 292.

7 Grey, Riders of the Purple Sape, p. 128,
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young age), as are many of the heroes of the Western films that followed. As Peter
Stanfield has argued, American westerns of the 1930°s used the southerner as cowboy to
essentially pave over differences in the nation and present the building of the United
States (and its implied future) as free of problems, especially problems of class and race.

The function of the South in series westerns is to offer their audience a

dramatisation of the fears and conflicts that appear to divide them from the

rest of the Union, using the West as a site where these tensions can be

resolved. For A-feature Westerns, the South functions more obliquely to

raise issues of pational tension and conflict in a historically located, yet

mythological context. Here, sectional conflict derived from tensions of

the Civil War are restaged in an ideologically unmarked West where

otherwise irreconcilable schisms can be resolved.”®

In other words, recasting the southerner as the cowboy papers over old injuries.
Southerners who cannot assimilate into the new nation are permitted to find nobility in
death, such as the gambler played by John Carradine in Stagecoach. They can also be
cast as the last obstacles to the inevitability of progress represented by homesteaders and
settlers, as is Judge Roy Bean (Walter Brennan) in The Westerner, who dies with his civil
war uniform on. The nation that was on the edge of falling apart is depicted as a whole,
while villains are often outsiders like land speculators or railroad officials whose greed
can force otherwise good men to become outlaws, like James Cagney in The Oklahoma
Kid or the lead characters in Jesse James or The Return of Frank James. It is no accident,
Stanfield argues, that so many A-feature westerns of the 1939-41 cycle feature stories

about the building of the United States. A nation unsure of its way forward found a

model for the future in a mythological past.

% Peter Stanfield, Hollvwood, Westerns and 1930s; The Lost Trail (Excter: University of Exeter Press,
2001), p. 195.
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