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Introduction


In this book, we continue our exploration of cultural and political trends organized around the conviction that the world we live in is a dangerous place to be, that it is dominated by hate and destruction, and that in it our primary task is to survive by carrying on a lifelong struggle against hostile forces (Bowker, 2014; Bowker & Levine, 2018; Levine, 2018). As in our earlier work, our concern is not with the reality of existential threats, but with the conviction that those threats exist, a conviction that, while validated at times by real events, transcends reality-based sources of existential anxiety while fueling and shaping our experience of them.


One form the conviction that we are beset by existential threats takes is fantasies: wish- and fear-invested narratives, images, and dialogues. These fantasies imagine a past, anticipate a future, or describe the present as a time (and place) defined by a violent contest of wills in which the best we can do is struggle to survive against hostile forces. Such fantasies offer evidence that, whether those engaged with them are or are not aware of the fact, there exists at a basic level of their psyches a conviction that the world is a place where survival is always in doubt.


Fantasies exist at two levels of experience: the inner or private world, and external, especially public, space. Public fantasies are distinguished from private by the fact that they are shared. Public fantasy makes the private fantasy seem more real because it appears in public and because it appears there in a more finely drawn and fully conceived form. However unrealistic the public fantasy may be, when it accords with private fantasy, experience of public fantasy affirms the reality of an otherwise subjective experience.


Characters in fantasy represent or embody emotional experiences internalized as self-states. The crystallization of emotional experiences into fantasy characters means that emotions often appear in pure or extreme forms, which are the forms of primitive emotional experience and its continuing presence in adult life. Thus, for example, a fantasy rooted in early emotional experiences of rage or aggression may give rise to fantasy figures who commit acts of violence or cruelty.


That individuals are drawn to such fantasies—and the central fantasy with which we are concerned here is certainly one of extreme emotional states—does not imply that they are driven to act out their fantasy narratives in the world. We should not make the assumption so often made that those who are drawn to extreme narratives must therefore be prone to violent acts, or that mere exposure to violent fantasy causes violence. Doing so misunderstands the meaning and significance of fantasy, while eliding the distinction between fantasy and reality. At the same time, we should not reject the real, if more complex, way in which fantasy narratives do shape what we do in the world outside our fantasy. For instance, violence, whatever its form, is an enactment of fantasy; and our ability to understand violence depends on our ability to sort out the complex relationship between fantasy and reality, or, more precisely, between two kinds of reality: the reality of the inner world (psychic reality) and the reality of the world outside.


The power of public fantasy is a clear indication that something vital in our private lives is shared with others. More than anything else, more than values, more than allegiance to group, community, or nation, it is shared fantasy that binds us together and reveals the meaning of our social connection. Indeed, group affiliations are built out of fantasy and group identification is an enactment of fantasy. The specific meaning of social connection expressed in public fantasy defines the kind of society we live in or wish we lived in. This means that there is a special kind of truth embedded in fantasy so that, even if we are tempted to dismiss fantasy as an escape from reality—which, in an important sense, it is—we should also understand fantasy as an escape in the direction of a different reality, which is the reality of psychic life and of the emotions that are the essential elements there.




The method we employ here to understand social processes and cultural trends is the analysis or interpretation of fantasy. To analyze or interpret fantasy is to explicate the meaning of the activities in which fantasy characters are engaged. Doing so, however, can be problematic. Fantasies are not straightforward tales. Their meanings are rarely what they appear to be, or what the characters in the fantasy narrative tell us they are. Rather, the meaning of fantasy exists on two, often conflicting, levels: (1) what is overtly or explicitly presented in the fantasy narrative, and (2) what is hidden or embedded in it. The analysis of fantasy seeks to identify this second, embedded meaning.


Destruction and Its Aftermath


In this book, we explore the fantasy of the destroyed world. By doing so, we hope to gain insight into something important that lies at the emotional core of our society: a shared state of mind that is, on one level, what being in society is all about. Our primary concern is with the way impulses associated with the destroyed world are expressed or depicted in fantasy narratives that dominate both intrapsychic experience and the public shape that such experience takes. In other words, our interest is in the hold the destroyed world has over us, individually and collectively, which is to say: our fascination with it.


We are also concerned, however, with the way destructive impulses are used to hide more deeply embedded emotional realities of desolation and loss. That is why our attempt to interpret the fantasy of the destroyed world is an effort to understand not merely our preoccupation with destruction, but, more precisely, with destruction's aftermath: a desolate world where living, if possible at all, means little more than surviving. We focus specifically on what might be called the past tense of destruction and what it tells us about the quality of the inner world and the nature of its relationship to both private and public realities. For instance, simply noting the emphasis, in destroyed-world fantasies, on the aftermath of destruction offers us a clue to the link between anxiety about present or future existential threats and their hidden psychic meaning: that the anticipated moment of destruction both distracts from and gives expression to the desolation of an inner world where considerable destruction has already occurred.


The destroyed world of fantasy is a world made unfit for human habitation. The things that sustain life – air, food, and water – may have become toxic. The world may have been taken over by aliens intent on eliminating human beings altogether or erasing what is distinctively human in the world. The institutions of government and civil life may have been taken over by malevolent forces. No place is safe. The few who retain their humanity must devote all of their energies to surviving: to discovering water to drink or food they can eat, to fending off the forces bent on their destruction, or to escaping the now uninhabitable world in the hope of finding a new world more conducive to human life. In this last variant of the fantasy, survivors must abandon an Earth no longer capable of supporting human life and seek a new world—a world which, as it turns out, often appears identical to the old world before it was destroyed. In brief, the fantasy of the destroyed world is a fantasy of the radical loss of safe space, the subsequent impossibility of attending to and caring for the self or human spirit, and the desperate search for an environment capable of nurturing body, mind, and soul.


In literary fiction, film, television, and virtual reality entertainment, one readily encounters vivid expressions of destroyed-world fantasy: depictions of extinction-level events and world-ending scenarios, struggles for survival against nonhuman monsters, and, more recently, revisitations of Holocaust-, World War-, and Cold War-narratives, prominently featuring the anxious mood of those living under the threat of genocide, world domination, and/or nuclear annihilation. In popular journalism, The Washington Post now presents readers with its (first) official slogan, “Democracy Dies in Darkness,” printed just beneath its masthead. More blithely, the cover story of a recent issue of Popular Mechanics offers a list of “64 Things to Do Before the World Ends” (2018). If popular media have become engaged with fantasies of destruction, so too have academic literatures, particularly those that advance the ideal of “the death of the subject” and the dawn of the “the post-human” (see Blackman et al., 2008), that valorize self-rending or traumatic experience (e.g. Bataille, 1988; Butler, 2004; Caruth, 1995), that envision the “end of the Anthropocene” (see Jagodzinski, 2018), or that insist that we live “in the end times” (Žižek, 2011).


The prevalence of such expressions of the fantasy of the destruction of the world suggests that this fantasy has a special hold over us, that it has become a subject of shared fascination. The French psychologist Gustave Le Bon (2001, pp. 69–78) describes fascination as a “hypnotic state” in which the fascinated person or group is enveloped by fantasy, appropriates any and all suitable aspects of reality into the fantasy, and, thereby, forfeits contact with reason, reality, “will and discernment,” such that “all feelings and thoughts are bent in the direction determined by the hypnotizer” (p. 18).


By speaking of the “appropriation of reality into fantasy,” we do not intend to dismiss or diminish the importance of actual destructive forces existing outside our fantasy, nor do we deny that the destruction of the world is a real possibility1. But we misunderstand the relationship between destructive fantasies and destructive realities if we treat the fantasy of the destroyed world merely as a fantasy about real acts of destruction. Instead, destructive realities are “appropriated into fantasy” when events involving real-world destruction are experienced in terms of their concordance with personal emotional catastrophes instantiated in the mind as fantasies of destruction.


When this appropriation of the reality of destruction occurs, our understanding of the nature and meaning of real-world threats is distorted, just as our ability to respond to them on a reality-connected basis is compromised. Thus, our concern in this book is not only with the loss of reality connection implied by the appropriation of reality into fantasy, but also with what is expressed when real catastrophes are appropriated and incorporated into fantasy life. In other words, our interest is in what we can learn about the meaning(s) invested in external reality by the power exerted by psychic reality.


While it may seem natural to consider the destroyed-world fantasy primarily in terms of destructive forces in the world, more important in understanding this fantasy is not what is present there, but what is absent. What is missing from the destroyed world is the good object. For this reason, the best word to describe this world is not “dangerous” but “desolate.” In it, we are banished from the presence of the good object, which has been taken away and hidden from us. It has been made inaccessible, sealed behind an impenetrable wall.


Badness, Responsibility, and Guilt


In our fantasy, the good object has gone missing for a reason: namely, because we are “bad” in some essential way. We are bad because we have lost our own good self, which can only exist in the presence of the good object. Before there is badness there is absence. Absence becomes badness when we discover, or, more accurately, create, a causal connection between the two. We discover or create this causal link because, to the extent that we are able to identify the bad self as the entity whose presence is responsible for absence, we also generate hope: the hope that we can retrieve the good object and, once again, become a good self. But this hope is only possible once we have replaced the mere absence of the good object with its destruction.


Destruction, then, becomes the active moment of absence, the moment without which absence can be nothing other than an unalterable (given) fact. In the mental work of fantasy, we transform this fact into the result of an act done by an actor and, therefore, into something that has happened for a reason. We do so because of the conviction that we can fix the things that matter by finding what went wrong, which is to say by creating a relationship in the mind between cause and effect.


At stake in the destroyed-world fantasy, in other words, is the insistence that we live in a destroyed world because someone or something destroyed it, and, therefore that to rectify our predicament requires the assignment of responsibility to destructive forces in our world. In this way, our path out of the destroyed world becomes clear: We must engage those destructive forces in a struggle over hegemony. But, of course, the forces that destroyed our world are fantasy characters we put into it with the hope that we could reverse the effects of destruction by defeating them. These characters were created by us to take responsibility for the absence in our world of an agent capable of caring for us. Preoccupation with destruction, then, becomes preoccupation with responsibility. Our special concern here is with how taking and assigning responsibility protects individuals and groups against the intolerable prospect of the loss of their world, which is also the intolerable knowledge of the fact that their world has already been lost.


The destroyed-world fantasy, then, is an account of where the badness in the world lies and what can be done about it. More specifically, it is a story about the badness of the self. The conviction that the self is bad—along with the psychological, moral, and political consequences entailed by that conviction—has, of course, been a prominent theme in religious and philosophical thought for centuries, as it has become a veritable obsession in contemporary political and ethical theory, where it typically assumes the following form: “To prevent the (bad) self from doing harm to others, the self must be disrupted, disoriented, or incapacitated.”




The widespread “revulsion” against the bounded, secure, “Western” self (Hassan, 1987, p. 5) in much late modern and postmodern thought is based on the belief that this self is to blame for the destruction of the world. Indeed, if anything unites the vastly different oeuvres of prominent thinkers such as Giorgio Agamben, Georges Bataille, Judith Butler, Cathy Caruth, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Emmanuel Levinas, it is the attack on the self-as-subject and the consequent moral imperative that the self be diminished, restricted, or destroyed.


For Georges Bataille, the “father of postmodernism” (Drury, 1994, p. 123), the self must be “lacerated” in supplice, a French term that typically refers to torture or torment, but that also alludes to supplication. Torment and supplication ensure that the “appropriative” and exploitative self is broken, and is, in that sense, made amenable to penetration by the Other (1988, pp. 33–61). For Bataille, “the wound that opens up in each participant of the relation permits the flow of material from one to the other” (Faulkner, 2010, p. 106). Indeed, the lacerating of the self creates the wound that “marks the place of loss, the enormity of which tears a hole that opens up being to the communication that unites beings” (Botting & Wilson, 1997, p. 7).


It is of some interest to us that Bataille specifically condemns the individual and collective process he calls rational “appropriation” (1985), a term we have used above to discuss the “appropriation of reality into fantasy.” Instead, Bataille defends the appropriation of reality into his fantasy of shared woundedness and mutual (physical and psychic) violation, while rejecting the cognitive processes associated with understanding as debasements of sacred experience, sacrileges to that which must remain overwhelming and unassimilable. Thus, in Bataille, we see the links between (1) the conviction of a bad self, (2) the ethical demand that the self must be lacerated or broken in order not to be bad, and (3) the mystifying effect of this laceration or brokenness, which leaves the self confused, lost, and forbidden or unable to think.


Along similar—but less extreme—lines, for Judith Butler, the self must remain “undone” by and before others (2004, p. 23), even if, following Emmanuel Levinas, this undoneness makes the self a “hostage” to the other (see Alford, 2002, p. 29). Like Bataille's tortured, supplicating selves, Butler's self is exhorted to ask, “Who am I?”, “What have I become?”, and “What is left of me?” (Butler, 2004, p. 30), as “I become inscrutable to myself” (p. 22). That these questions find no answers is understood by Butler as an ethical achievement, since it is our “unknowingness” that makes possible a virtuous community (p. 46).


As in Bataille's and Levinas’ thought, for Butler the refusal to close the “open wounds” we inflict on ourselves, as we take on more and more responsibility for harm done to others, becomes the foundation for a public ethic of shared vulnerability where “my own foreignness to myself is, paradoxically, the source of my ethical connection with others.” In the “disorientation of grief,” which is, again, not just grief at the harm done to others but grief over the infliction of guilt on the self and the ensuing restriction of the self's capacity to be and to act without trepidation, Butler finds an ethical “point of departure” (2004, p. 46): By “remaining exposed to [the] unbearability [of grief],” the self becomes alienated from itself and finds, instead, “a point of identification with suffering itself” (p. 30).


The oriented, bounded, and secure self is, in Butler's (and others’) accounts, guilty of imagining itself to be autonomous and is, therefore, flawed and dangerous. “Let's face it,” Butler writes, “we're undone by each other. And if we're not, we're missing something.” The person who tells a “story” about himself in which his own choices, determinations, and achievements matter more than his “precariousness,” his “woundedness” (p. 23), and his self-alienation, is presumed to be lacking an essential quality that would permit him to live harmoniously with others in society. More than that, he is guilty of refusing to take responsibility for the suffering of others, responsibility that is implied in any action grounded in self-determination. By failing to take responsibility, he may force those who suffer to take responsibility for their own suffering. And it may be that, in failing to relieve them of their suffering, he imposes on them—or exposes to them—the source of his own suffering.


To take another influential example, consider Jacques Derrida's claim that any death, even of a single individual, constitutes not just the death of a world, the subjective “world” of the deceased. Rather, “each time something dies, it's the end of the world. Not the end of a world, but of the world, of the whole of the world, of the infinite opening of the world” (quoted in Naas, 2015, p. 181, 14n). If we combine Derrida's assertion of radical “singularity” with his critique(s) of mourning, then our subjective orientation to the reality of destruction—even the death of a single individual—can be fairly described as apocalyptic.




Note


1.If it is felt that the term, “possibility,” distances us excessively from the havoc being wreaked by “long emergencies” and “converging catastrophes” already underway (Kunstler, 2005), we agree that, in many senses and for many persons, the destruction of the world is a reality. Certainly, the ongoing—but not as yet cataclysmic—degradation of the planet wrought by climate change represents a form of destruction that threatens the capacity of the planet to sustain human life. Similarly, democratic societies find themselves facing the possibility of “erosion,” “collapse,” or “destruction” from forces within and without, particularly from the activity of extremist groups, from the rise of information warfare, and from nativist and authoritarian movements. The long-standing realities of poverty, hunger, disease, species extinction, and resource scarcity are well known to us, as are terrorism, genocide, and international warfare.









CHAPTER ONE

Godforsaken

In this chapter, we introduce an iconic version of the fantasy of the destroyed world: the myth of the American West. We have chosen this version because it best exemplifies our themes, which, we would argue, are important themes common in fictional narratives of what is referred to as the West, although they are not the only themes we will find highlighted in those narratives. Much of this chapter is devoted to describing the events and characters of the television series, Godless (2017), which we will return to throughout the following chapters as an expression of the destroyed-world fantasy and an emblematic and illustrative cultural artifact. Our purpose here is not to consider “what happened” in the Western territories during the second half of the nineteenth century, but to explore the psychic meaning of the West considered not as a historical reality, but as an internal object relation.

The version of the myth of the American West we highlight here is a story of the struggle between the remorseful and the remorseless, between the guilty and the innocent, and between those who are guilty of crimes but feel no guilt, those who are their victims, and those who seek redemption. It is also a story of good fathers and bad fathers, fathers who love and fathers who hate, of innocent women and children, and of women and children who have lost their innocence, who are no longer either women or children. It is a story about gender difference and its roots in the struggle over guilt. And it is a story about the few and the many, the individual and the group.

Finally, and most importantly, the myth with which we are concerned here tells a story about those who have lost their homes, and, with the loss of their homes, have lost a safe space in which to be. Because this story of the search for the lost home is a fantasy, the loss of safe space depicted in it is the loss of safe space in the inner world. The inner world depicted in the fantasy is one that offers no refuge because the most powerful voice in it is one that knows our crimes and calls us to account for them. As we will see in the story of Godless, the specific version of the myth of the West with which we are concerned here, it is the voice of Frank Griffin talking to himself, as it is Frank Griffin's mission to punish others for his sins.

The story of the West we are interested in is not “history,” unless by “history” we have in mind the echo of archaic object relations in the emotional experience of the here and now. If, then, the Western is, like history, something that happened in the past, it is the psychological and not the historical past: the past that continues to exist in the present as the prism through which relating to others in the world of today is understood and shaped. In sum, it is a story about the self as it was, as it is, and as it might have been.

Myths of the West are frequently stories of being on one's own in the world, stories of self-reliance. But the self-reliance we speak of here is not the self-reliance that nurtures autonomy or the self-made life, what Winnicott refers to as the “doing that expresses being” (1986, p. 39). Rather, it is the self-reliance that is contingent on the individual's ability to defend the self against a world of others bent on its destruction. It is the self-reliance of the walled-off self, kept secure through its own imprisonment (Steiner, 1993). Here, self-reliance becomes equivalent to the capacity to mobilize aggression against powerful, even overwhelming, forces.

It needs to be emphasized that the Western myth treated here is not a description of the inevitable losses implied in the human experience. Rather, it depicts deeply embedded object relations shaped by the intergenerational transmission of early experiences of dislocation. In such fantasies, dislocation becomes a physical matter: Families sever their ties with communities, neighbors, and relatives to move “west.” This physical dislocation, because it separates the protagonist of the drama from a safe world, is part of the fantasy of being on one's own in a dangerous place. Above all, the West is a dangerous place.


One prominent version of the story recounts the experience of those who get lost in transition and are fated to wander without hope of finding what they are searching for. Images of the West are often vivid in their emptiness. The landscape is populated by special creatures—snakes, lizards, buzzards, scorpions—well-adapted to its defining qualities, just as it is populated by special kinds of vegetation that thrive without much of what life needs to thrive: cacti, sage, and other shrubs, and the trees that offer little protection from the deadly rays of the sun and little nurturance to those who would attempt to make food out of them.

The story of the western migration comes in many forms, but one that captures the themes centering on remorse, lost parents, and the struggles of young men and of women who are on their own is presented well in Godless. Indeed, if there is one word for the mythic landscape of the West, both internal and external, it is “Godforsaken.”

Godless

In the opening scene of Godless, we follow US Marshal John Cook as he enters the destroyed town of Creede, Colorado. Only burnt-out buildings, dead bodies, and the dust created as a byproduct of destruction remain. In Creede, everything is occluded by dust. Dust accompanies death; it blocks the sun and drains the color out of life.

A lone woman survivor sits on the ground beside a dead man. She is plaintively singing: “He is the power in my soul…Christ is a mystery in my soul.” Immediately, we see the irony of the religious theme, the insistence on the presence of God when all available evidence points to God's absence. This world needs God, figured as the (good) Father; and we all suffer in His absence. Those who survive suffer the loss of the power of God in their souls, and, because of this, are no more alive than the dead they mourn.

The marshal looks up and sees a young boy who has been hanged, a symbol of the utter depravity of the gang that destroyed the town, and also an indicator of the real meaning of their act of destruction: to destroy youth and what it represents. As the story unfolds, we discover more and more evidence that the boy at the end of the rope in Creede represents the young Frank Griffin, leader of the gang that destroyed the town. Frank Griffin imagines himself a preacher. He gives sermons and ministers to the sick, while he takes from people what little they have, and often their lives. Although Frank wears a minister's collar, his ministry is one of death and despair. As one of his gang members observes, when Frank says he will save you, he means he will kill you.

Frank and his gang are searching for Roy Goode, Frank's adopted son. Roy Goode spent twelve years as a member of Frank Griffin's gang of thirty men who roam the area of northern New Mexico and southern Colorado robbing mines and engaging in merciless and violent assaults. Roy has turned against Frank. He left the gang but continues to follow and harass it. When Roy rejects the violence of the gang, he must leave and in so doing betray Frank's trust. He cannot do this without guilt. For Roy, love will always be confused with hate. Roy faces the choice of being consumed either by hate or by guilt. He chooses guilt. Seeking punishment as a way of managing his guilt, he turns himself in to the sheriff of La Belle, New Mexico. Yet, as it turns out, breaking with the gang and the violence it represents is no easy matter.

In the aftermath of a showdown with Frank's gang in which both Roy and Frank are injured, Roy approaches Alice Fletcher's house outside La Belle. It is late at night. As is her habit when visited by strangers, and sometimes even by her neighbors, Alice confronts Roy with a rifle and demands that he identify himself. When he fails to do so, she shoots him, then takes him into her home, where the Paiute woman Iyovi, who is the mother of Alice's dead second husband, nurses him back to health.

Alice is twice married, twice widowed. When Alice was seventeen years old she came west to marry her father's business partner, a man named Henry whom she had never met. Henry met her at the train station. On their way home from the station, he wanted to show off his land, “our land, he said.” As they were riding, a dark black cloud appeared followed by a six-foot wall of water. “Henry got washed away right in front of me.” Alice wandered for eight days in the wrong direction before she was found, first by a gang of men wearing masks who stabbed and raped her, and then by the sheriff of La Belle, who saved her and took her to live with the Paiutes, where she married her second husband. Her second husband was shot in the back in La Belle for no apparent reason other than that he was a Native American. She lives with her son Truckee and Iyovi on her first husband's ranch.

The world of Godless is filled with damaged men, women who have lost their husbands, children who have lost their parents, and families who have lost their homes. The primary setting of the series – La Belle – is a mining town that suffered a recent disaster—the collapse of the mine—in which virtually all of the men living there were killed. Godless, then, is the story of survivors and the damage done to them by the violence that destroyed their intimate connections.

In episode two, Frank tells the story of his family's trip west. This is the story of the way love and hate have, for him, become inseparable. When he was a young boy, Frank's family travelled west. While travelling, they encountered a group of Mormons masquerading as Native Americans: religious men who raped and killed over 100 people in Frank's party including his whole family. During the carnage, Frank was forced to watch his father killed and his mother raped by the leader of the Mormons, Isaac Hait. “Everyone was left to fester and corrupt in the hot sun.”

Everyone was killed except Frank, who was adopted by Hait, who believed that “all things are purified by blood,” and that killing gentiles was the path to grace and would lead to salvation. After killing Frank's father and mother, Hait dressed himself in Frank's father's clothes and adopted Frank as his son. This slaughter of his family is the moment of Frank's death, and he has seen it: “When my death comes, I'll be ready, on account I already lived it.” Frank, then, represents those who have survived their deaths, those who are living but no longer alive. Frank describes the world in which he is living in the aftermath of his death, the world of the western migration: “God? What God? Look around. Ain't no higher up around here to look after you and your young ’uns. This here is the paradise of the locust, the lizard, the snake. It's the land of the blade and the rifle. It's godless country. All a man can count on is hisself.”

While we know how Frank lost his family, we are never told what happened to Roy's parents when Roy and his brother Jim were left alone to travel west to California. We do learn that the brothers, while travelling on their own, were taken in by “Sister” Lucy to live with her and a group of orphans for whom she was caring. While Sister Lucy is in some ways a nun-like figure, she is not a nun, but a prostitute, who, later in the series, finds herself the proprietor of a house of prostitution. After some time spent with Sister Lucy, Jim decides to travel west on his own to seek work, promising to come back for Roy when he has found work in California. Roy appeals to Jim to take him on his trip west, but Jim refuses. After considerable time passes without word from his brother, Roy decides that he has been abandoned and chooses to leave Sister Lucy where Jim had instructed him to remain until he returned. After leaving Sister Lucy, he encounters Frank and is absorbed into Frank's gang as his son.


Roy meets Frank when Frank catches him attempting to steal his horse. Frank approaches Roy who pulls a gun on him. Frank takes the gun away from Roy and asks him: “Tell me, son. You got a pappy?” In response, Roy spits at Frank, to which Frank replies: “Me neither.” Frank takes him to the gang's hideout, telling him this is the place he was “born,” and it is the place where Roy will be born: “You've got a family now, son…I aim to be your pappy. And a good one. I won't mistreat you. And I won't ever lie to you. Ever. Welcome home, son.”

When Frank adopts Roy, Roy is an angry, frightened, injured boy. Like an untamed horse, he is wild and aggressive. He is also alone. His aggression, however, is not primal; he was not born with it, at least not in the form it has taken. Rather, it is aggression wrapped around a bottomless fear linked to abandonment. The original objects of his anger are those on whom he relied but who turned out to be unreliable: his parents and his older brother. Frank seeks to tame Roy as he has tamed his horse. But, Frank's overwhelming hatred and impulse to destroy undermine his bond with Roy, who cannot conflate love with hate in the way they are conflated for Frank.

Taming and Breaking

The horse plays an important role in the story of Godless and in much of the mythology of the West. Alice has a herd of horses given to her by the Paiutes, who stole them from Mexicans. These are wild horses that need to be tamed, which means made subject to the will of their owners. Taming horses is not something Alice is able to do. She either does not know how or she lacks the quality of personality needed for it. She asks Roy, who has a special ability to communicate with horses, to stay on and tame her herd. In exchange, he asks her to teach him to read.

The horse represents a primal force, something powerful and wild, and therefore dangerous, but also a force that must be integrated into our lives if we are to survive in the West. Symbolically, then, Alice is asking Roy to tame the wildness that she needs in her life but cannot manage. It can be said that this is why Alice needs a man, why she cannot manage without him. It is also why Truckee needs a father, and why Roy needed Frank. Alice has told Roy that Truckee is afraid to ride, so Roy teaches him. Roy attempts to rescue Truckee from the world of women. “How long you been with these women?” he asks. “Long enough to forget who you are?” On Alice's ranch, Roy seeks to be the good father he lost when he was young, most notably in caring for Alice's horses and offering a father figure for Truckee.

Roy learned to work with horses from Frank, who takes his approach to taming horses from the Greek philosopher Xenophon:

Taming them makes more sense than breaking them. Rather than hauling and beating the animal he [Xenophon] would use a bit of rope, some gentle restraint, and kindness. Not natural for a horse to be laid down. It makes them amenable but full of fear. Makes it hard for him to do what he wants to do, which is bolt. So, he's got to trust you. Despite what some men think, it's not just about showing him who's boss. It's about showing him that that you're the one who's going to feed him and water him. You're the one who's going to take care of him. About showing him he can trust you always and forever. Family's everything, son. Without family, we're lost. Do you trust me, son? ’Cause I ain't your brother. I will never leave you. Not ever.

The godless world is a world defined by the distinction between taming and breaking. You can force cooperation by using violence to coerce the horse to bend to your will. Or, you can use care and kindness to create a bond of affection. Where there is a bond of affection, cooperation depends not on the destruction of the horse's will—the wildness in it—but on the horse's willing cooperation. Where the bond of affection is not formed, subjecting the horse to the force of an overpowering will means destroying its spirit, in other words: soul-death. When the soul dies, the result is an endless wandering in the wilderness, a hopeless longing, a bottomless rage.

In the narrative, taming the wild horse is a metaphor for the relationship through which the child gains control of emotions and impulses, control needed to be an adult in an adult world. But, not only is this control needed for adult living, it is also needed for self-determination. Self-determination does not mean acting on impulse, but refers to the translation of the individual's true self, spirit, or vitality into a concrete, particular identity expressive of it. In particular, there can be no self-determination where the individual is unable to mobilize aggression in defense of the self-boundary. This mobilization of aggression in service of the separate self is possible only where the individual has developed the capacity to contain aggression. Containing aggression requires that we have access to our aggression, so that we can put it in service of the defense of the self-boundary, while also limiting its use to that purpose, rather than finding in aggression the power to attack the self-in-other.

Our ability to contain, access, and limit aggression can only develop where our aggression is not experienced as a threat to the connections with others on whom we depend. So far as aggression is equated with the impulse and power to destroy the self-in-other, and therefore the differences that establish separate selves, its repression will be a precondition for relating, and therefore for participating in systems of relating. So far as this equation is established as a primary psychic reality, the separation of persons, which is the condition for and the result of the active presence of the self, must also be experienced as an attack on the self. Then, the individual who aspires to self-determination finds him- or herself in a double bind. The solution, so far as it can be considered a solution, is to drive the self underground, to hide it in a way that assures it will not be present either as a reality of the inner world or in the world outside.

In Godless, the modalities of the transition to adulthood are represented in two ways of managing a horse, one of which involves the violent subjection of the animal to the will of its owner. The other involves establishing a bond of love and with it creating the desire to accept limits as an aspect of a relationship with a good object and of the care provided by it. Whether the horse will be tamed or broken depends on the relation of the primitive self to the paternal object internalization of which is the process of making the self the moving force in shaping identity. It should be emphasized here that, just as the maternal object need not be female, so the paternal object need not be male.

Alice needs Roy to tame, but not break, the horse inside. In other words, she needs a paternal object she can call on to manage her aggression and secure her self-determination. She needs the safe connection with her own wild self that Roy provides for her, but it must be kept outside where it is not directly associated with her. Throughout the series, Alice's demeanor is one of sadness mixed with determination. She is strong in the way those who survive in the West must be strong: They must have the strength to survive their own death, which she did. Her strength, therefore, depends on her having lost her ability to make contact with her vital center. Through Roy, she hopes she might have found a conduit back to it.

Roy, for his part, needs Alice to teach him to read and write. Learning to read is important because it will enable Roy to read a message from his brother that proves he has not abandoned Roy and tells him that he wants Roy to join him in California. Earlier, when Roy leaves his home with Sister Lucy, Lucy gives him this letter and says, “Maybe you'll learn to read.” This flashback appears immediately after a scene in which Roy and Alice are reading lost letters Roy found in a mail bag in a river, letters written to husbands by the wives they left behind when travelling west. These letters, and the messages in them, will never be received, and, when they are not, their absence will provoke intense feelings of loss. If Roy can learn to read, he can read the lost letter from his brother, which means he will be able reestablish the connection with his lost brother and, therefore, will be able to leave the world of the living dead, the world of endless wandering in a dangerous place. For Roy, then, the connection with Alice is a conduit back to his lost family. If the connection is broken – if the mail is not read—what is wild within becomes destructive. It becomes destructive because disconnection means the loss of a loved object and, of equal importance, a space where love predominates. Disconnection with loved ones in the world outside, then, represents the loss of the benign environment of the inner world.

Fathers and Sons

For the child, soul-death produces the kind of love that is also a form of hate, a form of aggression made all the more intense by its repression. This shared soul-death, and the violence born of it, is the bond that Frank expects to share with Roy. The result of the forming of this bond is the outlaw gang, to be discussed in more detail below. In the filmic and literary genre of the Western, evil (greed and hate) resides in gangs of men who are opposed by individual men (the sheriff, the marshal, and eventually Roy). The odds are not good. But, even though Frank is driven to mold his relationship with Roy into this pattern, he is also committed to taming rather than breaking the horse inside Roy. This means that Frank is no simple incarnation of hate, violence, and evil, but the site of the struggle between the residue of the boy Frank was before he lost his parents and the man he became after they were taken from him.

Yet, Frank differs from Roy. While Frank lost his parents in a brutal assault, and assumes that Roy, having lost his parents, must be like him, it turns out that this is not the case. The little direct information we have comes from a brief account of his attempt to separate from Frank: “When I left Frank, I started having crazy thoughts. I could not leave him alone. I started stealing from him, harassing him.” But, neither was Roy able to kill Frank, “at least not until I heard what he did in Creede on account of me.” Roy could not “leave” Frank because, to escape Frank, he would have to escape the part of himself attached to, or represented by, Frank. To do this, he felt that he would have either to kill Frank or be killed by him. Because he could not kill the Frank in his mind, he had to kill the Frank outside and hope that this would produce the same result. But, how do you kill an object in the mind? And how do you cope with the guilt you feel for killing your father; indeed, how do you cope with the guilt you feel for the impulse within you to do so?

During Frank's search for Roy, he makes it clear that he will destroy anyone who offers Roy refuge. He will not just kill those who come to Roy's aid, he will destroy the whole town that harbors him and all the people in it. Early in the series, Frank and his gang interrupt a church service. The parishioners are singing “Nearer My God to Thee.” Frank rides his horse up to the pulpit and offers his own sermon at the end of which he tells the parishioners: “You all know I don't ever want to come back here and burn this house of the Lord down to the ground. So, let's all bow our heads and pray that Roy Goode don't never show up here. But that if he does, none of you well-meaning souls take him in unless you want to suffer like our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.”

From what we learn about Roy, we can surmise, although we do not know, that his violent impulse directed toward his father did not originate with his experience with Frank, but earlier, when he lost his father and was abandoned by his older brother. To the extent that Roy loved both his father and his older brother, and we have good reason to believe that he did, his violent impulse directed at them would provoke guilt at least commensurate with it. Here, we need to bear in mind that, psychologically, especially for a child, to lose a parent is to be abandoned by that parent even if, considered from an adult standpoint, the parent in no way willed or caused the loss to occur. In the child's mind, and for the adult dominated by more primitive modes of thought, the will of the all-powerful figure of the parent is always the causal factor.

The assumption that Roy loved the father he lost gains support from a scene in a graveyard. In this scene, Roy is dragging a coffin to a cemetery, where he digs up a grave, removes the clothes from the dead man buried there, puts on the dead man's clothes, places the dead man into the coffin, and buries the coffin in the grave. Later, we find out that the grave was his father's, and dressing in the clothes of the dead was a way of connecting himself with his lost father. Roy recalled his father wearing those clothes and he put them on in order to join him.

Continuing the theme of dressing himself in the clothes of the dead, Roy dresses in the clothes that belonged to Alice's dead second husband. All of this underscores Roy's wish to be dead, as that is the only path he has, or can imagine, to reuniting with his father. The wish to be reunited with his father in death is coupled with his emotional self-destruction in the form of intense guilt. This is guilt born of the destructive impulses directed at those he loves who have abandoned him. After all, we are aware, from Roy's participation as a gang member for ten years, how intense is Roy's anger and destructive impulse.

We also know that Frank, for all his considerable hatred, in his way loved Roy and was dedicated to being the father Roy never had, which is to say the father that would never, ever abandon him. He would treat Roy as he treated a wild horse, with love rather than violence. Here, as with Roy's lost father, parental love is inseparable from death since, as we have seen, Frank's death occurred before he met Roy, so bonding with Frank meant embracing the dead. And, not betraying Frank meant sharing his hate and participating in his acts of destruction, which are reenactments of his death.

The fantasy of killing Frank, not to mention the reality of doing so, could not be put to rest because of the love Roy has for Frank. Because of this, Roy's need to kill Frank was offset by, one might say expressed as, a need to have Frank kill him. For Frank to kill Roy would be for Frank to relieve Roy of his guilt. On this level, Roy's harassment of Frank was an effort to provoke Frank to kill him, and his need for Frank to kill him bound the two together even as it struggled against Roy's need to live, which he could only do if he could purge Frank from his soul, which is to say kill him.

The climactic scenes of the series feature a violent confrontation in which the women of La Belle become men in order to defend their town against Frank's gang, leaving a handful of survivors, and a showdown between Frank and Roy in which Roy is injured and Frank is killed. There is loss (so many dead), survivor guilt for those who did not die, and also loss of innocence (the women have killed and destroyed). Father attempts to kill son; son kills father. Remaining at the end of the violent battle are many children that were in hiding during the gunfight. They are twice orphaned and survivors of destroyed homes, destined to live in a destroyed world.


There is a funeral scene in which the long-awaited preacher (throughout the series his arrival has been anticipated by some, doubted by others) asks the survivors in La Belle to “love what death has touched,” which can be said to be the theme of the whole drama. God, in the form of the preacher, has arrived too late. In the final scenes, Roy travels to California to join his brother. In the last moment of the drama, a moment that undermines its tragic vision, we see Roy looking out over the Pacific Ocean poised to begin a new life away from and free from the terms of the Western fantasy, as if one could escape the destroyed inner world simply by moving away from its geographic location in the world outside.

The Gang

Although he had lost his parents, Roy had a strong relationship with his brother that reinforced his identification with good internal objects. This relationship was, however, disrupted when his brother set off for California in search of work, leaving Roy with Sister Lucy. Sister Lucy also offered a good object with whom Roy could develop a relationship, but that relationship was not sufficient to replace the connection with his brother, who, in turn, had replaced his parents. Roy was disappointed by being left behind but reassured by his brother's promise to return. Still, as time passed, Roy's trust in his brother's promise weakened until the point was reached at which he lost hope that his brother would return, and, as a result, the valence of the object represented by him shifted from good to bad. At this point, intense anger directed toward his brother took over. He left Sister Lucy and eventually formed an attachment to Frank Griffin based on Frank's offer of an opportunity for Roy to act out his considerable aggression through gang violence. Even so, it cannot be said that Frank had nothing positive to offer, as exemplified most notably in the way Frank taught Roy to work with horses. This also drew Roy to Frank and assured that his time in the gang would be a time of internal struggle over the valence of the internal objects with which he would be most powerfully identified.

This struggle took a particular form having to do with the way Roy's intensified aggression directed toward his good objects, as represented especially by his brother, made his inner world a dangerous place for those objects to be, just as it made any identification with them risky because his experience of connection with them was one in which that connection always led to loss and suffering. The gang offered a suitable system for solving this problem by assuring, that, within it, there would be rapid and severe punishment for any identification with the good objects, which would always be equated with weakness. In other words, the gang would represent and reinforce the defense against contact with the self. After all, what makes an object good is the experience of safety in being connected to your self when connected to the object.

Psychologically, the gang is the fantasized solution to the problem of the abandoned child. The “new family” Frank offered Roy was one in which all the members were driven by destructive impulses and in whose company not only would Roy be able to act out his aggression, he would also be assured that his internal good object relationships would be aggressively repressed. The guilt Roy felt for the destructive acts of his gang, or new family, indicated, however, the continuing strength of his internal good objects built up through internalization of his relationships with his brother, Sister Lucy, and his parents.

By contrast, for Frank, intense violence dominated the experience of parental loss, while the new object he found to replace his parents was also the source of violence. As a result, he was left without hope for reunion with his good objects. What had been an affectionate connection with his parents was now replaced by the impulse to destroy innocence as the imagined solution to the vulnerability and dependence implied in it. The idea that you could only save people by killing them expressed the dilemma in which he found himself: You can only keep the vital center and vulnerable core secure by ruthlessly attacking it to assure that its presence will never be known or felt, as that would only invite harm. The presence of innocence invites destruction. This is the central emotional theme of the gang in which the “destructive part of the self…tyrannizes the dependent needy part” (Steiner, 1993, p. 51).

For Frank, the gang represents the ever-present violence needed to keep the vital self walled off. The members of the gang represent the destructive forces in the psyche established there to prevent any connection with the vulnerable self, which is experienced as the cause of suffering because it invites aggression. Internalization of his new father, Isaac Hait, took the form of an identification with the aggressor, a process of the formation in Frank's psyche of a menacing force capable of assuring that no contact with the true self would ever be made. This development assured the eclipse of any internalized good object relationship and, therefore, the loss of the capacity for love. Without love there can be no guilt, so this development also assured that there would be no remorse for any harm done to others. It should not be surprising, then, to discover that Frank came to define love as the union of the hateful.

Taken as a whole, the drama depicts the struggle between two powerful forces within the psyche, one tied to the hope for the return of the lost good object, one tied to the absence of any such hope. In the drama, this struggle is depicted as a life and death conflict in which only one force can survive. And, understood as a fantasy, this is, indeed, a depiction of the struggle between those forces allied with psychic life and those allied with psychic death.

In this struggle, the gang is a psychic organization whose purpose is to build a fortress of aggression against the self as the only means available for protecting it from a hostile world. At the same time, the gang is the presence in the inner world from which the self must be protected. Internally, the true self is “surrounded by, and submits to, malevolent feral infant gangs as immediate guardians of the internal fortresses of psychic retreats” (Mojovic, 2017, p. 148; on psychic retreats, see Steiner, 1993).

Because of the power of aggression in the (inner) world, survival requires access to a force multiplier, which appears in the gang first as strength in numbers and second as the supernatural powers of the gang leader. The multitude of members also serves to hide the individual in a mass by enforcing discipline in the form of adherence to the rule that any meaningful expression of separate being or unique presence will be suppressed. At the same time, the multiplication of members represents the fragmentation of the inner world attendant upon the loss of the self, which is the loss of the integrating power within the personality. Fragmentation means that what might otherwise be an integrated whole is experienced as a chaos of emotions, internal object relations, and out-of-control impulses each demanding to be fed with its characteristic object be that money, sex, or violence.

In many myths and narratives of the West, we find the depiction of an internal struggle in which guilt is mobilized to defend the self against destruction, a struggle in which guilt is the only available refuge in what would otherwise be a destroyed world. This is also a struggle to achieve or preserve psychic integration depicted as the return of the good object, or, at the end of the drama, the successful completion of a journey to refind the good object (Roy's brother) in the promised land (California). The more intense the aggression directed at the good objects, aggression personified here by Frank and his gang, the more remote the possibility of recourse to guilt as a defense against the transformation of the inner world into a destroyed or godless place. The outlaw gang is the obstacle preventing reunification with the lost good object. Their lawlessness represents the absence of a sufficiently powerful integrating force in the psyche. Law and order, defined in the space of guilt and punishment, no matter how primitive and violent they may be, are the only real barriers against the psychic disintegration and despair attendant upon loss of contact with the self. Thus, the lawman stands, often alone, against the forces of chaos.
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