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Print the Legend

Violence and Recognition in
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance

CHEYNEY RYAN

It is fitting that John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance' (1962;
hereafter, MSLV) is now best remembered for the 19608 Gene Pitney
song, which, though it shares the film’s title, has no formal connection
to it {the song is not performed in the film, nor does it or its tune ac-
company the opening titles or closing credits). For at the heatt of MSLV
is the problem of misrecognition: what we learn, as the film draws to
its close, is that the man who is universally regarded as having shot the
outlaw Liberty Valance, and whose political career has been huilt on
that alleged achievement, is not the man who really shot Liberty Val-
ance. That man, we discover, has died drunk and forgotten, ruined in
fact by the act that propelled another to fame. Thus the film describes
how, in the pnblic realm, figures and events that possess a defining im-
portance for a community can be infused with fabrication. But the film
does not moralize about this fact, or preach against it. Rather, its tone
is consistently ironic ii suggesting that the false identifications that
pervade the public order are somehow integral to that order. It is thus
a film about ideology, but “ideology” in the sense that Louis Alchusser
used the term—a structure of misrecognition that necessarily animates
the interactions and unfolding of an ordered community.®

Tt is also a film about the necessity of violence. But the violence that
it explores is of two distinct sorts. .

First, there is the overt physical violence of bloodshed and killing, the
sort of violence exemplified in the life and fate of Liberty Valance him-
seif {exuberantly played by Lee Marvin). Violence’s necessity here has
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something to do with the conditions of effective speech, for the mes-
sage of Valance’s demise is something like: words, specifically the words
that would constitute an ordered community, mean nothing if they are
not backed up by force—specifically a gun. A second and more covert
form of viclence is exemplified in the fate of Tom Doniphon {John
Wayne), the man who really shot Liberty Valance. Doniphon’s fate has
multiple meanings, but insofar as he falls victim to the fegend of the man
who {everyone wrongly thinks) shot Liberty Valance, the message of his
demise is something like: words can involve their own kind of violence
when they function, as they do here, as agents of erasure. So if Valance’s
fate involves an unrecognized violence, Doniphon’s fate involves the
violence of unrecognition; the fate of both involves a kind of blindness
that (as Texplore in the third section of this essay) has tragic dimensions.
The chief beneficiary of this blindness, but also the principal bearer of
its burdens, is the man most responsible for the deaths of both Liberty
Valance and Tom Doniphon—Ransom (“Ranse”) Stoddard, played by
James Stewart,

From the very start, Ranse is the representative of legal order. As that
order’s champion and exemplar, Ranse’s ultimate triumph represents
the two-fold victory of that order over both that which stands opposed
to law, because it champions sheer lawlessness {Liberty Valance), and
that which stands outside society’s law, because it abides by a more
“natural” law (Tom Doniphon). What we learn as the story unfolds,
though, is how deeply troubling Ranse’s triumph has been. For the flm
reveals the full extent to which that triumph has implicated Ranse in
both unrecognized violence and the violence of unrecognition—in ways
that apparently compromise that triumph. In so doing, MSLV raises a
troubling question for legal theory in general: To what extent does the
tegal order necessarily find its origins in kinds of violence that cormpro-
mise its very legitimacy?

The question is an important one, to be sure. Yet what most recorm-
mends MSLV to legal theory is the depth with which it pursues that
question. Some initial sense of that depth is provided by considering the
two other figures whose relationship to Ranse marks the drift of his
character over the course of the film,

Fhave identified Ranse as the representative of legal order, but he is
not the only representative of “the [aw” in the town of “Shinbone,”
where most of the action occurs. The other is the bumbling, child-like
Sheriff Link Appleyard, played by Andy Devine in a role that echoes at
every turn his television show of the 19 50s (in which, you may remem-
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ber, he was relentlessly traumatized by an elusive frog). Appleyard, as
signifier of the law and its auchority, presents them both as an infantile
and comical affair. Ranse too, particularly in the earlier stages of the
film, presents the law as something less than serious: as an idealistic m.:a
newly minted attorney, he initially strikes us as both hopelessly naive
and something of a wimp (think of George Bush when you Smﬁ&.._ _n.vm
film again). As the story proceeds, then, Ranse’s problemn is to .&m&.ag
guish himself from Appleyard (and his own earlier self}, and thus dis-
tinguish his kind of law from Appleyard’s—to prove that ﬁro law per
se need not be a laughing matter. Proving this, we assume from the start,
will ultimately require killing Liberty Valance. For if the law is to be
taken seriously it must demonstrate that it “means what it says”; and
this means demonstrating (against Valance and what he reptesents) a
capacity to meet violence with violence. .

The other figure that Ranse must distinguish himself from in nFnE-
pioning the legal order is Major Cassius Starbuckle—the Eocﬁrm._.nnm
of the cattle interests and Ranse’s adversary in the election for territo-
rial representative.? Starbuckle {played by a mnm:mg-nrmé.:._m John Car-
radine) is the film’s other truly comic character along with Appleyard.
While the humor of Appleyard involves his ineffectiveness—the fact
that his words are totally divorced from action-—the humor of Star-
buckle involves the fact that his words are pure rhetoric, they ate only
a form of action—or performance. He is introduced as, among other
things, a “Statesman,” but he is really just a blow-hard whose verbal
flights and bombastic vaporings evidence not the slightest concemn for
the truth. If Appleyard represents a law that does not mean Er.ﬁ it says,
Starbuckle seems to represent a law that does not say what it means.
He represents the rnle of political fraudulence in league with Valance’s
rule of personal violence. o

Now at first glance it would seem that Ranse does succeed in %mﬁmb.?
ing himself from Appleyard, but in ways that eventually blur the dis-
tance between him and Starbuckle—and him and Valance as well. To
begin with, the Ranse that we see at the beginning and end of the film,
the Ranse who has himself become a “Statesman,” both speaks and
looks like Starbuckle. There is the same poinposity and phoniness, even
the same formal dress, all of which seems to suggest the same lack of
substance; harkening back to the fact that Ranse’s defeat of Starbuckle

at the tertitorial convention (and the political career that followed) was
due to a myth of Ranse’s achievements that is every bit as ?w:&:_na as
his opponent’s rhetoric. And, of course, there is the suggestion that (as
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he feared from the start) the methods Ranse has used to establish the
law’s credibility, through the use of gun-play, have only likened his law
to Valance’s law.

All of this seems to suggest that in establishing a certain authority for
the law, Ranse has at the same time undermined its legitimacy. Yet fur-
Q.:w. mmmannwou reveals that matters are more complex, because Ranse’s
situation is more ambiguous. Yes, there is a certain phoniness to the
older Ranse, but he is not all phoniness. After all, he does not initiate
ﬁrn myth that drives his political fortunes; quite the contrary: he is ini-
tially its dupe, and later {I shall suggest) even its victim. Has Ranse lik-
cned himself to Valance by adopting the latter’s methods? Again, the
matter must be more complex for the simple reason that Ranse ?mnwmﬁ-
vm.a doesn’t kill Liberty Valance—Tom Doniphon does! Ranse is cer-
tainly émplicated in this violence; but what follows from this fact for
the appraisal of Ranse’s triumph? What follows {that is) for the legal
order’s legitimacy from the fact that the legal order’s trivmph over law-
lessness is due to a violence that is not opposed to the law but outside
the law? Does this render that order illegitimate? Or does it compel us
to reflect further on the meaning of “legitimacy” in such marters

What endows MSLV with its special depth is that in speaking to the
wmm&. m.ﬁmﬁ.uw _meEQO it raises such questions about the meaning of
legitimacy™ itself by consistently problematizing the distinction be-
tween the “legitimate” and “illegitimate.” It is this fact thart gives the
film a .omﬂmmn deconstructive dimension (which explains its absence of
moralizing or preaching). And it is this fact that will be my spectal fo-
cus in the first two sections of this essay. In the last section I reflect on
how the fihn’s concern with viclence and (mis)recognition contributes
to its tragic dimensions. .

I .vmm.E this section by placing MSLV in relation to other westerns
paying hman:_mn attention to its similarities with High Noon ?mmiw
This will provide a basis for discussing the notions of “boundary,”
.ﬁ.nmwmnmwnﬁmmoﬂ%. and the “written”—notions that are important to nmm
a.;ﬂ:nﬁo: between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” and that are con-
sistently problematized by this fifm.

As a film about “civilization’s” emergence, MSLV is concerned with
both the birth of the legal order, which it identifies with being a state
rather than a territory, and the conditions of “progress,” specifically
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economic progress, which it identifies with railroads rather than stage
coaches. As such, there are two general ways to place the film. One 1s
through its relation to other fifins that speak to the same concerns—
«Town Tamer” and “Outlaw” westerns. Another is through its relation
to the traditions of social and political theory that reflect on “civiliza-
tion’s” character by exploring the conditions of emergence. lam thinlk-
ing in particular of “state of nature theory” and its two principal vari-
ants, “social contract theory” and “invisible hand theory.” 1 shall say
one or two words in regard to MSLV’s relation to theories such as these,
but my primary concern is with its relation to other films of'its genre.
The terms “Town Tamer” and “Qutlaw” are taken from Richard
Slotkin’s Gunfighter Nation, which I have relied on heavily in this dis-
cussion and which T recommend heartily to anyone interested in these
matters.’ As Slotkin describes them, Town Tamer and Qutlaw westerns
are concerned with matters of law, order, and social justice. But in the
Town Tamer western the injustice is typically imposed by powerful
criminals whom the hero must defeat—thus empowering “decent foll”
to bring “progress,” while in the Ontlaw western, the source of injus-
tice is typically a powerful institution, like the railroad, which is itself
the agent of “progress”—and which is typically opposed by an “out-
law”/“outsider”-type figure, a sage-brush Robin Food (hence Slotkin’s
term for it). The Outlaw western thus contains a more skeptical view
of “progress” than the Town Tamer, which is why Slotkin regards the
one as providing a critique of the other. In the 19505, both genres ex-
perienced important modifications, most notably in their increasingly
ironic tone. Some of these changes reflected the internal logic of genre
development, but others reflected changes in political context brought
on by the cold war. This was, after all, a time in which problems of
“development™ and “nation state building,” both of them conceived
ander the rubric “modernization,” were very much on the American
mind—given the perceived contest between the United States and the
Soviet Union in the Third World. Slotkin discusses, in persuasive detail,
how the Hollywood western responded to and reflected on these prob-
lems by employing the West as a sort of surrogate Third World.
MSIV contajns elements of both genres, and thns it blurs their dis-
tinction, insofar as the villain, Liberty Valance, alternates between be-
ing a free-lance criminal a la Town Tamer and an agent of the power-
ful, specifically the cattlemen, a la Outlaw.® As an Qutlaw western,
MSLV may be likened to a classic of that gente, Shane: like Valance, its
villain, played by Jack Palance, represents the cattlemen, and he has the
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same sadism as Liberty (though with none of the joi de vivre); and there
are parallels between Shane himself and our hero Ranse in their com-
mon rootlessness and absence of any past. But it is MSLV’s status as a
Town Tamer that I want te focus on, by exploring its parallels with a
classic of that genre, High Noon.

At the heart of both films is the contrast between a state of nature
and the “civilization” made possible by a centralized legal order. Both
films are more Hobbesian than Lockean in their portrayal of the state
of nature as essentially a state of war or uncontrolled banditry. Indeed,
one can almost imagine Valance and his side-kicks (played by Lee Van
Cleef and Strother Martin} going by the nicknames “Nasty, Brutish, and
Short.” (“Solitary” could be a nickname for Ranse; Who then is
“Poor”? Doniphon after his demise?) But where MST.V’s concern is how
to create the legal order, High Noon’s concern is more how to sustain

" it, how to prevent that relapse into the state of war that Hobbes said
was always possible. That relapse is threatened by Frank Miller, whose
intent to wreak havoc involves, like Liberty Valance’s, both self inter-
est—he too wants a free hand in the town—and personal revenge—he
too wants to “get back” at the agent of law. In High Noon, that agent
is Marshal Will Kane, played by Gary Cooper. In certain respects,
Kane’s personality evokes qualities of Tom Doniphon; there is the same
stoic bearing, the same reticence to speak. But his predicament is obvi-
ously closer to that of Ranse Stoddard.

Both Kane and Ranse, for example, are figures of detachment, in-
deed, isolation. They are “in” but not “of” the communities they in-
habit. In Ranse’s case, this reflects his status as a parvenu; thus he is
always being told “how we do things around here,” and he is constantly
given diminutive nicknames (“Dude,” “Professor”), like a new kid who
has just arrived in school. Though the film twice depicts him arriving
in Shinbone {once in present time, once in flashback}, he never really
arrives, and no socner does he gain the trust of the townspeople than
they send him, as their representative, to Washington and points East—
from which, we discern at the end, he has seldom returned. {No won-
der then that when he does return to Shinbane to bury Tom Doniphon
he knows hardly anyone, and those whom he does remember he treats
like strangers.) Marshal Will Kane’s problem would seem to be just the
opposite—for he is a man who cannot leave, something keeps pulling
him back. Indeed, on the surface his predicament seems rather like
George Bailey’s in Frank Capra’s It's 4« Wonderfu!l Life, but only on the
snrface; for the pull on George Bailey has something to do with family
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and home, whereas Wiil Kane has no home, and his refusal to leave is
at the same time a refusal to consummate his marriage and have a fam-
ity. What pulls Kane back to town is the same thing that ultimately pro-
pels Ranse out of it: a commitment to law and a conception of duty that
both men discover have little to do with their town’s conception of it-
self.” Whatever their geographical location, then, both embody a deep
alienation from their fellow citizens.

In both films this alienation animates a deep skepticism about democ-
racy and its workings. On one level this skepticism is expressed in the
attitudes of the central characters. Kane comes to regard his fellow
townspeople as a bunch of self-involved cowards, too stupid to see that
refusing to face Frank Miller and his gang is only putting off the inev-
itable, so that at the film’s end he contemptuously throws his badge at
the Mayor’s fee—marking the fact that the people he saved were prob-
ably not worth saving.® The perspective of MSLV is only a bit less anti-
democratic: Ranse, in his role as champion of legal order, does attend
dutifully to such populist mstitutions as town assemblies and public
education, but the people who participate in and sustain these institu-
tions are consistently perceived as {except for Tom Doniphon) a flock
of timid shert-sighted eccentrics, whose wish to exercise their franchise
(in the town meeting scene) is just slightly stronger than their craving
to hit the bar for another drink. And though he professes democratic
sentiments for most of the film, Ranse evidences little interest in what
the townspeople actually think. Most of the time he just lectures them
on what their interests are and how they can be secured.

But there'is a further, even deeper level at which democracy is prob-
lematized by these films, specifically by the ambivalent status of Ranse
and Kane as figures neither inside nor outside their communities. And
it is a Jevel that engages the basic distinction between “legitimate” and
“illegitimate,” in some important respects.

For its institutions to claim legitimacy, a liberal democracy must be
able to distingnish who is a member of the community and who is not—
who is “inside” and whe is “outside.” For example, such an order must
have ways of determming who can and cannot vote, who is and who is
not within the reach. of its laws, and so on. In these and other respects,
the legitimacy of such an order seems intimately linked with the exis-
tence of secure and clearly defined boundaries. Questions of boundary
are never far from MSLV’s concerns: in the town-mecting scene, the film
twice raises the question of who is and is not a proper citizen; in the
opening sections of the flashback {when Ranse debates with Appleyard
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over the Sheriff’s right to arrest Valance), the ilm addresses the distine-
tion between who is a legal subject and who is not. Moreover, the need
for clear boundaries is implicit in the central economic conflict that
drives all the other political and fegal issues—the conflict between the
cattlemen and ranchers over the right to build fences. The side of the
ranchers, the side of goodness, is identified with the side that would
establish boundaries and keep them in good repair; just as the side of
manly virtue, and of resisting the threat of tyranny, is identified with
“drawing the line somewhere.”

How significant it is, then, that those most concerned with securing
boundaries—Ranse Stoddard and Marshal Will Kane—are those whose
very status as “in” but not “of” their communities seems to problema-
tize those boundaries. Indeed, their very acts of creating boundaries seem
to problematize them at the same time: Kane defends the faw through
means of questionable legality, and the more Ranse works to define who
belongs inside and outside the community, the more he removes himself
from it, as its representative. The double-edged logic here, of defining/
defending while at the same time problematizing a boundary, is one that
Jacques Derrida has termed the logic of the pharmakon.® (A pharmakon
is, among other things, a scapegoat figure. T shall have more to say about
the scapegoat status of Ranse near the end of this essay.} Derrida’s iden-
tification of that logic with writing, linked with Ranse’s persistent cham-
pioning of the written word, will provide another clue to Ranse’s status
as a pharmakon figure.

More so than High Noon, MSLV connects the problem of the legal
order and its democratic context to the problem of representation. But
it does so in a manner that deeply problematizes the notion of “repre-
sentation,” and with it the related notion of “legitimacy.”

With his entry into politics, what Ranse eventually becomes in his
quest to bring the law to Shinbone is a representative of the people—to
be one who speaks for the people with legitimacy, But the impulse to
represent has been present in Ranse from the start. After all, his initial
desire to be a lawyer was nothing else bur a desire to represent the law,
in two senses: he wanted to represent the law to others by interpreting
it through his words, and he wanted to represent the law for others by
enacting it through his deeds. (And these projects too are intimately
involved with legitimacy.) It seems that the film invites us to regard
Ranse as the representative of representation—and in this respect, it
invites us to regard him as rather like Don Quixote. For like Quixote,
Ranse’s quest is animated by rhe desire to live a life that he has only read
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about in books. This desire endows both quests with an element of the
imaginary, and the comic—Ranse imagines that he kills <m$:nmv as
Quixote imagines he tilts with giants. And hoth, after their initial con-
quests, are confronted with the task of reading about themseives, in a
manner that will radically destabalize any distinctions between realism
and romance.

But if Ranse represents representation, what are the changes that his
character undergoes supposed to teach us about representation and its
logic? - :

For much of the film the notion of representation that Ranse both
champions and embodies is a rather innocent one, if not Dm.?m. For
example, both his words and his actions express the assumption that
interpreting and enacting the law are relatively simple matters. Hence
his unadorned veneration for the written word, specificaily law books:
he assumes that one need only read law books to understand what they
mean, and one need onty understand what they mean to act on them.
This is why he equates the task of bringing law to Shinbone with the
task of bringing literacy to it, and why his response to those who do
not represent the law as he does is characteristically one of cxaspera-
tion. By the end of the film, though, Ranse’s naiveté is gone. He is now
someone for whom, and in whom, the project of representation has
been problematized. This problematization is enacted in Ranse’s very
status as “esteemed politician.” Neither he, nor we, can believe that he
“represents” the “people” in any meaningful sense-—again, his isola-
tion is such that he has no connection with them; when he returns to
Shinbone he is not even recognized at first.

But the changed perspective on representation is dramatized even
more in Ranse’s changed attitude toward the written word. Earlier in
the Alm, Ranse’s respect for law books is rivaled only by his respect mo.ﬂ
newspapers—or those newspapers, like the Shinbone Star and its edi-
tor, Dutton Peabody (played by Edmond O’Brien}, that print the truth
regardless of the consequences. By the end of the film, though, Ranse
will accept without protest the refusal of the Shinbone Star’s current
editor to print the story of the man who really shot Liberty Valance.
What does Ranse’s acquiescence mean here? [ would argue that the is-

sue involves a more sophisticated, rather than a more cynical, concept
of representation because I do not think that Ranse takes himself to be.
endorsing misrepresentation of the facts—anymore than he under-
stands his political services as ones that misrepresent the “people.”
Ranse’s transformations in the film suggest the more complex point,
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that the “people” as a political entity are only constituted through the
representation of them, just as the facts are only constituted through
the representation of them.

This is, it seems to me, the thought expressed in the editor’s conclud-
ing explanation of why he will not print the story. What he saysis: “This
is the West, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.” He
does 7ot say that the facts should be ignored or forgotten. What he says
is that the legend has “become™ fact, presumably its own kind of fact.
In suggesting that the facts are constituted through the stories we tell
about them, the editor’s remark undermines the more naive picture of
representation by blurring the distinction between the representation
and what it represents—in this case, what is written and what is writ-
ten about. Post-structuralists will insist that this does not undermine the
truth so much as pluralize it. They will insist, that is, that what MSLV
presents us with is not a true story set against a false one, but two dif-
ferent kinds of truthfulness. One certainly constitutes a criticism of the
other, revealing its elements of what [ have termed misrecognition, but
it does not follow that we mnst, or even can, choose between them.1?

‘There is a further thought expressed, or rather enacted, in the edi-
tor’s remark that bears on Ranse’s particular veneration for the writ-
ten word. Ranse identifies with books, with writing, because he adopts
wholeheartedly the association of the writing/(mere) speech distinction
with the civilized/primitive distinction. And he identifies with e books
because law books, in his view, determine the identity of the law. Tt is
in them that we find what legal philosophers have called the “rule of
recognition”—the rule that distinguishes legal norms from other sorts
of norms, to determine thereby which of the sovereipn’s commands are
legitimate. And Ranse’s “rule of recognition” is quite simple: if it is in
writing, it’s the law, (All of this is dramatized in the opelning sequence,
already noted, where Ranse secks to determine whether Appleyard has
jurisdiction to arrest Liberty Valance.) One way to question this rather
literalistic “rule of recognition,” and the boundary between legitimate
and illegitimate that it defines, is to question whether what is written
down is enough or whether it must be su pplemented in some way. The
general thrust of MSLV is certainly to suggest that law books are never
enough. But another way to question it is to qnestion the whole distinc-
tion between the written and the nonwritten—question, that is, wheth-
er such a distinction can ever be intelligibly drawn.

I mtroduced the theme of Ranse’s identification with the written
word in alluding to Derrida’s notion of the logic of the pharmakon
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Becanse Derrida is known for challenging what he regards as a Hm.n:-
tional privileging of speech over writing, he is often Hmmn._ as Hm<ﬂ.wbm
this hierarchy—privileging writing over mwm.mn_a. But ?_mrﬁt\ under-
stood) writing, qua pharmakon, Hunozmamz.wmm the very m;ﬂﬁnﬁﬂn
between “writing” and “speech” as Scnr. as it assumes it—and in t M
process, problematizes a whole set of distinctions that _,.9.676 .mHoH_H.ﬂ.
the writing/speech distinction, It seems to me H_.._mﬁ n?wmm. is an HEJB%“
problematizing of the writing/speech distinction in the nn__;oh s nonnvc I-
ing remark—*print the legend.™For a legend, as a kind of B%M.u is
naturally identified with the realm of speech.™ To suggest, mm.wvn M litor.
does, that “the West” is a cultire S&n.nn legends must be printe anwo
suggest that it is a culture where the line _um;.nn.u the mwowg. an . e
written is blurred. Tf this seems like a stretch, consider the scene in which
Ranse and Starbuckle compete with each other at the mmHEﬁoEmm con-
vention, where Ranse’s legend must oobm..oa.:” Starbuckle’s onﬁﬂaﬁ mﬁmﬂ
buckle begins by saying that he had come with a prepared m@mmn_ umé H&
is presnmably inscribed on the piece om. wmwﬂ..rm first holds a wxr an
then discards—proclaiming, “But this is no time for mwmmnvnm. mﬁwn.
buckle then proceeds to give a speech, and we @EaE& a_mmmamh ?mwﬁ he
paper he threw away is blank. Is mnmlusﬁrr.%m oration spolcen om
“written”? It seems to me that is both, and neither, It is, E.nm..n_a.m _mmwu
with which it competes, something that transgresses these distinctions.
There is a lesson here about politics, since Starbuclle seems ._“o._um wrm
quintessential politician. But, given the wawcnmunm.om the distinction
between the written and the nonwritten for Ranse’s pictnre of ﬁmﬁ. ﬁ.vnam
is also a lesson about the legal order: that any “rule of HmnomE.cohu
might be a rule of istecognition. mﬁmmvso_ﬁ.rw_u it &S;.E be noted, is also
the only character in the film who is identified as a judge.

Tn the Town Tamer, the achievement or reaffirmation of ﬂrw _mm&
order is often associated with a certain clarification of mmﬂn_ﬂ. Emﬂ.ﬂl
ties and roles—a clarification that is essentially connected Sn._a the ﬁaw-
ingness to commit violence. In High Noon there seems to be :.ﬁ_m doubt
as to what Will Kane is, or at least what he has been up nntil now. As
Helen Ramirez (Katy Jurado) says to Kane’s hapless deputy Harvey
(Lloyd Bridges), “ You’re a nice boy, with _.Bm broad mvocﬁmnm..wﬁ Kane
is a #ran.” Kane, thongh, appears to be in danger o.m Unnon:.:m some-
thing else, and less, because the Quaker religion of his new wife {Grace
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Kelly) would compel him to give up both his badge and his gun. In the
end he does give up his badge, but he is able to hold on to his “man-
hood” and his wife—because the conflict has so transformed her that
she now recognizes the necessity of violence and the limits of what a
wife can ask,

In MSLV the question of manhood is placed at the center of Ranse’s
initiation into the ways of the frontier when the stage that he is riding is
ambushed outside of Shinbone and he first encounters Liberty Valance,
When Valance moves to violate one of the female passengers, Ranse can-
not help but object by asking, “What kind of men are you?” to which
Valance retorts, “What kind of man are yos, dude?”—and proceeds to
beat him senseless. Valance’s question to Ranse marks the connection,
sustained throughout this picture (and others of its genre), between
be{com)ing a real--that is, a legitimate—man and the capacity to engage
in violence. Prior to his face-off with Valance, Ranse is consisrently por-
trayed as both adolescent (he is constantly filmed looking up to other
people, often from the floor, and, as I have noted, he is constantly iden-
tified by a string of nicknames) and womanly (his washing dishes, for
example, and wearing an apron—even when he goes out to confront
Liberty Valance). After the final shoot-out, Ranse finally gets the respect
and clothes befitting a man, and he gets the girl too when Hallie reveals
her love and devotion to him. Should we conclude then that Ranse has
become a “true man”? The matter, as one might expect, is not this sim-
ple—as attention to his relation with Hallie reveals,

Next to the offensive and cartoon-like character Pompey, played by
the great actor Woody Strode, Hallic is the least satisfying character in
the film, but at-least there are reasons in her case. For Hallie is meant
to bea blank slate: like Mrs. Kane in High Noon, she is virginal—which
partly marks her femininity, but also marks the fact that she has not yet
assumed her designated identity as wife. But unlike Mrs. Kane, and
more importantly, she is illiterate—for some inexplicable reason, she
alone of the major characters in the film cannot read (in contrast even
to Liberty Valance and his grungy sidekicks). I remarked above on how
the writing/speech distinction can be identified with the primitive/civi-
lized distinction. What we see here is the connection of both of these

distinctions to the man/woman distinction. As the Pilgrims brought .

civilization to the virgin land, Ranse, nicknamed “Pilgrim” by Doni-
phon, brings law to the land and literacy to the virgin {and he identifies
teaching her how to write with teaching her how to speak properly: like

Lawyer Ranse Stoddard {James Stewart) lies supine at the Bman.w
of the matevelent violence of gunman Liberty Valance [Lee Marvin
in John Fard’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. (Courtesy of the

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.|
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Henry Higgins, he is constantly correcting her grammar, paying partic-
ular attentjon, like Higgins, to her proclivity for saying “ain’t™).
Ranse’s act of bringing writing fo her is portrayed as an act of writing
on her. Ranse inscribes himself upon her, as Doniphon—the more pa-
tently sexist male—never does, for, nnlike Doniphon, Ranse wants her
to be something that she is not. In her gloom at the end there is the sense
?mﬁ Hallie recognizes this, that she recognizes the violence that Ranse’s
incessant tutoring may have involved.!2

One expression of this, certainly, is the barrenness that their joyless-
ness seems to signify. In the end, as they ride on the train into the sun-
set, they seem to be without children—and we are not surprised. For
as the film progtesses, their relationship has become if anything less
erotic. I shall return to this ending, as it bears on the matter of parent-
hood. What it suggests here is that the status as “real” man that Ranse
achieved at the end is a rather sexless one; and as such, it is one that
seems to problematize the very distinction that it presumes.

Let us consider now Ranse’s initial question to Valance and his men
(“What kind of men are you?”), which is if anything even more telling
than the question that they directed at him. What Ranse is questioning is
not whether Valance is a man {as opposed to a woman), but what kind
of man he is—whether he is “civilized” or “savage.” In his Politics, it will
be remembered, Aristotle ascribes to the “barbarian” the inability to rec-
ognize certain crucial distinctions, like that between male and female and
the responses appropriate to each.’® Ranse’s question means to suggest
that Liberty Valance is something of 2 “barbarian” insofar as his violence
does not recognize any distinction between men and women, and there-
by transgresses the most minimal boundaries of legitimacy in the realm
of violence. (The same point is made in High Noon, when Frank Miller
captures Mrs. Kane and holds her as a shield.) Aristotle speaks of “bar-
barians”; in the western the “barbarian® is identified with the “savage,”
specifically the Indian, and in this film, the qualities of Liberty Vatance
and his men are in fact those that are typically ascribed to Indians: they
are violent, noisy, and drunk, and they inhabit some dark locale beyond
the boundaries of the town, from which they periodically appear to dis-
rupt the orderly workings of society.

Valance’s behavior evidences a kind of lawlessness, but it is impor-
tant to be clear regarding the kind of law that it violates. The law that
requires that the differences between men and women be Hmnom,:mm& is
presumably not a civil law but a #atural law. That is why Stoddard can
object to its being broken even out in the countryside, a location that
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announces itself as outside the civil order. At the deepest level, what
opposes Valance’s law, the rule of “anything goes,” is what might be
termed the natural faw of honorable violence--the law that the film
identifies with the beliefs and actions of Tom Doniphon. This is the law
of the fair fight, the law that says: don’t hurt women, don’t shoot peo-
ple in the back, don’t gang up on people, and so on. To some extent,
these rules of natural law are appropriated into the civil order, but to
some extent they are transformed. In particular, the personal dimension
of this law gives way to the impersonal mechanisms of the legal order.
“Qut here we fight our own fights,” Doniphon proclaims, but with the
arrival of “civilization” the state is empowered to respond for the inju-
ries done to us, which is why Tom Doniphon can never survive in such
a state.

I have said that Liberty Valance plays the savage in this film. He ac-
tnally plays the ignoble savage to Doniphon’s noble savage. (But both,
significantly, end up drunk and dead). Where does this leave Stoddard
and “civilization”?

The most striking fact about this tale is that the killing of Vatance and
the expelling of his kind of lawlessness—a lawlessness that presumably
must be expelled because it fundamentally viofates the natural law of
honorable viclence—involves an action that itself violates that natural
law. For the fight with Valance is anything but a fair fight: it is a fight of
two against one, three against one if you count Pompey, and even then
Doniphon shoots Valance from his blind side. The gny never had a
chance. The savage, in the end, is defeated by employiug savage tactics:
Doniphon is quick to acknowledge this, but says that he can live with
the dishonor because Hallie will be happy. He is wrong on both counts.
Doniphon does not live with it very well, for the simple reason that he
is now a spiritual exile: he cannot abide by the laws of civilization and
he has violated the laws of nature. And Halke, who becomes ever more

buttoned up as the film progresses, does not end up very happy.

On one level, Ranse can live with what was done to Liberty Valance,
because there was no dishonor in how he acted. On another level, though,
Ranse clearly exemplifies a refusal of recognition—so it is important that
we identify what it is that he has trouble tiving with. It seems to me that
what he has trouble recognizing, and what the film suggests invariably
goes unrecognized, is a more general claim about violence: that “civili-
zation” defeats the “savage” by becoming like the “savage,” which is to
say that the violence that founds “civilization” (and the legal order at ts
heart) is one that at the same time problematizes the whole distinction
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between “civilization” and its Other, and problematizes the whole justifi-

cation for its existence. “Civilization™ cannot recognize this, for to do so

would mean no longer recognizing itself. The self-undermining logic here

is akin to that which Derrida has more generally termed the logic of sup-
plementarity—with Ranse Stoddard as the “supplement,” that is, that

{(somewhat external) element whose role in completing an identity at the
same time problematizes identity. 4

What does all this suggest about the status of “civilization” and its
legal order, once they are founded?
MSLV does not speak to this issue directly. Its central story concludes

with the election of Stoddard by the territorial convention, anticipat-
ing its transition from territory to state. But High Noon certainly does.
Will Kane is the only man serious about preserving the legal order in
Hadleyville, yet his intentions clearly contradict the expressed wishes
of the people who inhabit that order, and when he carries them out he
is no longer even a marshal-—having resigned the positiou earlier that
morning! He is, in effect, a vigilante. But the felt rightness of his actions

clearly suggests that the legal order, like “civilization” as a whole, can

only sustain itself through means that transgress its boundaries. All of
this contributes to the complexity of Kane’s fina! act of casting down
his badge at the mayor’s feet. It is natural, I think, to read this act as
Kane’s renouncing his job as marshal. But Kane has already done that—
and nothing has licensed his taking it back. The badge that he rejects is
one that he no longer possesses legitimately, a badge that has endowed
him with only the appearance of legal authority.

It is, in that regard, like the false badge of honor that Ranse has worn
throughout his life (as “the man who shot Liberty Valance”), a badge
that Ranse too makes motions to reject. But the conclusion in both cases
seems to be that the arrangements of legitimacy are invariably created
and sustained by those whose badges are false.

The requirement to “print the legend” assumes that any community
gua community must share something like a common story, something

like a myth, if it is to be cohesive, and that the functional role of this )

story/myth does not necessitate that the story/myth have much to do
with what “really” happened. This general view, I would note, is one
we find in some of the more sophisticated social contract theorists.
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Rousseau, for example, begins his Second Discourse where MSLV
ends—by suggesting that to understand the conditions of community
we must put the facts aside as unimportant.'s But the film does not just
insist that societies require legends. It suggests that in “modern” soci-
eties, that is, societies with stable legal orders and progressive econom-
ic institutions, the myths must be printed-—they must assume the form
of historical record, a form that obviously risks obscuring their basic
character as myths. The framing events of MSLV in fact transpire ata
time, the late nineteenth centucy, when the relation berween history and
myth was very much on pecple’s minds, particularly the minds of pro-
fessional historians. It was felt by many that the society’s deep crises in
part reflected the waning of the country’s traditional myths, but that if
new myths were to be forthcoming they had to assume the guise of
“objective fact” (Warren Susman has argued thar Frederick Jackson
Turner’s influential writings on the closing of the fronrier must be un-
derstood in these terms).'s If MSLV presents us with a rather ironic
comment on this blurring of the mythshistory distinction, it does so
from the perspective of the dominant mythmaking medium of our time,
film—a medium that has rendered the distinction between history and
myth ever more problematic.

To appreciate the power of MSLV’s myth, let us rerurn to the paral-
lel between this ilm and works like Oedipus and King Lear—and theiz
epic misrecognitions between parents and children. I have spoken of
Ranse and Hallie’s bacrenness, that at the fili’s end it appears that they
are without any children, and it appears that this is Ranse’s doing—
insofar as the closer he gets to Hallie throughout the film the drier and
more enclosed she becomes. Ranse and Hallie may talk of how, because
of his efforts, the “desert has bloomed.” As the desert has bloomed,
they have withered. But Ranse is not only childiess, he is also parent-
less in a way. In his alienated status he is something of a lost boy: the
case with which he assumes new nicknames throughout the film might
lead one to conclude that he has no real name of his own. Indeed, this
fluidity of identity, as distinct from the blankness of identity rhat Tom
Doniphon suffers in death, can be associated with a condition of bas-

. tardy—that is, the condition of not being fully recognized as the child

by the parent.l” Ranse’s condition seems that of a genealogical isolate;
he has no one and is no one’s. Again, he stands in direct contrast to
George Bailey in It’s « Wonderful Life—to whom everyone belongs and
who belongs to everyone {a fact marked by the multitude of timnes his
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name is repeated in that film). George’s recognition of this, and of all
that he has given birth to, is a condition of his being born again. Ranse,
the self-made man, cannot give birth, hence cannot be born again.

If Ranse relates to anything in a paternal manner, it is surely Shin-
bone itself and its democratic legal arder. Just like any parents, Ranse
and Hallie dote on how the town has grown, while being suitably un-
comfortable in dealing with a child that has apparently gone its own
way. I suggested at the outset that the film dramatizes a certain blind-
ness of society to the conditions of its own birth, and that Ranse bears
the burden of this fact. But how should we understand that burden?
Ranse may relate to Shinbone as his offspring, but if (as we are led to
believe) the town’s birth into civilization is due to the killing of Liberty
Valance, then Ranse is really not the father—Tom Doniphon is. Thus
conceived, Ranse has not only assumed the paternal mantle properly
due another, he has done so through an act of violence that involved
stealing the true father’s woman, an apparent act of cuckoldry. There
are clear connections with Cedipus here, but also with Hamlet {like
Hawnlet, for example, MSLV reveals the truths of usurpation and cuck-
oldry through devices of dramatic flashback). Might Ranse’s barrenness
be understood then as a kind of retribution for his actions and their
outcome?

But clearly Ranse did not intend any of this. Hence, if Ranse’s fate is
to be understood i such terms, he must properly be likened to Qedi-
pus—ore whose sufferings have a ineaning for the political {(and natu-
ral?) order that transcends any 1noral judgments of right and wrong.
Clues to such a connection can be found in René Girard’s interesting
but also very controversial work, Viclence and the Sacred.'®

Girard discusses Oedipus while advancing some very interesting
views about the basis of society in a founding act of violence, In Girard’s
account, a founding act of violence is necessary because society’s gen-
eral proclivity for violence cannot be contained by the sort of rational
agreements dear to the heart of social contract theorists. Rather, that
proclivity can only be contained by everyone’s focusing their violence
on a particular figure, or group of figures. Since it does not matter
whether the object of violence in any sense “deserves” it, Girard regards
the recipient of the community’s violence as a scapegoat figure—one
who, in virtue of their foundational role in the community, invariably
assumes superhuman status. | have already mentioned the notion of
scapegoat in connection with that of the pharmakon; a scapegoat serves

Print the Legend 41

as a pharmakon insofar as their expulsion both secures the boundaries
of the community while problematizing them—by inscribing, into the
heart of the community, what is identified as an essential threat to that
community.

In MSLV, one sacrificial victim is clearly Liberty Valance himself,
whose superhuman status is marked by the fact that it is entirely
through him that the others are remembered and celebrated. It is his
name, after all, that appears in the title! (On Girard’s account, remem-
ber, it does not matter for their social function whether scapegoats “de-
serve” their fate.} One might think that Tom Doniphon is another sac-
rificial victim, whose fate particularly evokes Girard’s claim that a
community’s violence will sometimes settle on its own king. But though
I have spoken of Doniphon as a victim of the violence of misrecogni-
tion, the fact that he is so unrecognized must disqualify him as a candi-
date for scapegoat. No, the other scapegoat can only be Ranse Stod-
dard himself—who experiences no physical violence, but who must
suffer the fact that his community’s recognition {(which has little to do
with who he is and what he has done) has committed him, in the name
of honoring him, to a life of permanent exile. As Iread it, Ranse’s gene-
alogical isolation is just the mirror of his social isolation, except that
the one atlows the other to be understood as a kind of condemnation,
a kind of fate.

1 have wondered whether society has any alternative but to originate
in an ambivalent kind of violence. We might wonder whether, accord-
ing to the fitm, Ranse’s fate can be avoided. I think not: not personal
failing, not bad luck, but the logic of community and its legal order
require that there be individuals like Ranse who create its institutions
of justice, defend its better values—and are cast out for it, perhaps be-
cause they appreciate the ambivalences that such creation and defense
involve. They must suffer the violence of un- or misrecognition, so that
the legal order as we know it need not give recognition to its own ori-
gins in violence. What renders Ranse an ultimately heroic figure in the
film—surprisingly heroic, I think, given his unpromising beginnings—
is that he seems to understand this by the end. All of Ranse’s pain and
alienation are focused in the film’s final scene, as he departs once again
from Shinbone. It is then that he speaks to Hallie of returning to Shin-
bone, of “setting np a little law practice,” of fulfilling the desires that
he believes he once had. But he doesn’t believe it, and neither do we.
said the film was a tragedy.
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