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 COWBOYS AND INDIANS: PERCEPTIONS OF WESTERN FILMS
 AMONG AMERICAN INDIANS AND ANGLOS*

 JOELLEN SHIVELY
 University of Michigan

 I examine sociological models of how people use and interpret cultural materials. My focus

 is on how minorities participate in and rework the central myths of the dominant culture.

 After viewing a Western film, matched groups of American Indian and Anglo males an-

 swered written questionnaires and participated in focus-group interviews. American Indi-

 ans and Anglos both liked thefilm, but for different reasons. Indians perceived Westerns as

 representing a set of values about the land, autonomy, andfreedom, while Anglos linked the

 Western myth to their own history and turned it into an affirmation of the values their ances-

 tors strove for and imposed on the West. These results imply that the meaning imputed to

 cultural works varies over social space. Lack of data on audience interpretations of cultural

 products has rendered existing models of the cultural significance of Western films and

 other genres speculative.

 T he dominant approach to understanding cul-
 tural products typically selects a particular

 popular genre for analysis in the hope of generat-
 ing conclusions about the societal values ex-
 pressed in the cultural product (some exceptions
 are Radway 1984; Griswold 1987; and Liebes and
 Katz 1990).1 For example, Cawelti (1970, 1976),
 on the basis of his reading of Western novels,
 concluded that these novels are a vehicle for ex-
 ploring value conflicts, such as communal ideas
 versus individualistic impulses, and traditional
 ways of life versus progress. Cawelti argued that
 Westerns are formulaic works that provide read-
 ers with a vehicle for escape and moral fantasy.

 In the major sociological study of Western
 films, Wright (1977) used his own viewing of
 the most popular Western movies from 1931 to

 1972 to argue that Westerns resemble primitive
 myths. Drawing on Levi-Strauss, Wright devel-
 oped a cognitive theory of mythic structures in
 which "the receivers of the Western myth learn
 how to act by recognizing their own situation in
 it" (p. 186). Wright's main thesis is that the nar-
 rative themes of the Western resolve crucial con-
 tradictions in modern capitalism and provide
 viewers with strategies to deal with their eco-
 nomic worlds. The popularity of Westerns,
 Wright argued, lies in the genre's reflection of
 the changing economic system, which allows the
 viewers to use the Western as a guide for living.

 These explanations of the Western's popular-
 ity attend to cultural texts but ignore the viewers,
 whose motives and experiences are crucial. The
 lack of solid data about audience interpretations
 of various formulas renders existing models of
 the cultural significance of Westerns and other
 genres speculative.

 While growing up on an Indian reservation in
 the midwestern United States, I observed that
 fellow Indians loved Western movies and paper-
 backs. Subsequently, I observed this phenom-
 enon on Indian reservations in Oregon and North
 Dakota, as well as among Indians who lived off
 the reservations. As scholars have noted
 (McNickle 1973; Cornell 1987; Snipp 1991),

 * Direct all correspondence to JoEllen Shively, De-
 partment of Sociology, University of Michigan, Ann
 Arbor, MI 48109-1382. An earlier version of this
 paper was presented at the annual meeting of the
 American Sociological Association, August 1991, in
 Cincinnati. Ann Swidler and Morris Zelditch, Jr., con-
 tributed substantially to the development of the un-
 derlying research and I benefited from their valuable
 comments as well. I am grateful to Sarah M. Corse,
 James G. March, Howard Schuman, Russell Thornton,
 and the Editor and reviewers of the ASR for their
 careful readings and insightful comments. This re-
 search was supported by a grant from the National
 Institute of Mental Health and by a Dean's Research
 Award from Stanford University.

 I Much work has involved literary and film studies.
 However, literary theories such as reader-response

 theory (Iser 1974; Fish 1980), pertain mostly to an
 "implied reader" within the text, and psychoanalyze
 what ethnicity, gender, religion, etc., in films mean
 (Friedman 1991). This work is interesting, but irrel-
 evant for a study of how real audiences actually re-
 spond.

 American Sociological Review, 1992, Vol. 57 (December:725-734) 725
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 726 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

 American Indians have always lived in a cultur-
 ally, economically, and politically marginal sub-
 culture and are ambivalent about American val-
 ues of achievement and acquisition of material
 wealth. Thus, it seemed unlikely that Indians who
 like Westerns would need them as conceptual
 guides for economic action as Wright alleged.
 The popularity of Westerns among Indians must
 be explained in other ways.

 In an argument similar to Wright's, Swidler
 (1986) suggested that cultural works are tools
 used by people to contend with immediate prob-
 lems. Swidler discussed "culture" in a broad sense
 as comprising "symbolic vehicles of meaning
 including beliefs, ritual practices, art forms, cer-
 emonies as well as language, gossip, stories and
 rituals of daily life" (p. 272). Swidler was con-
 cerned with how culture shapes action and with
 how people "use" culture. Assuming that West-
 ern movies are a story or an art form, how do
 American Indians use this cultural product?

 I address several issues that previous studies
 have made assumptions about, but have not ad-
 dressed clearly. One issue is the general question
 of how different groups appropriate and find
 meaning in cultural products. In particular, does
 Wright's theory about the cultural use of West-
 erns hold true for American Indians watching a
 "cowboys vs. Indians" film? Is the mythic struc-
 ture of a drama- the "good guy/bad guy" oppo-
 sition in the Western - more salient than the
 ethnic aspect of the cultural product, or do Indi-
 ans in the audience identify with Indians on the
 screen, regardless of who the good guys and bad
 guys are? Do Indians prefer Westerns that por-
 tray sympathetic and positive images of Indians,
 e.g., Broken Arrow and other movies described
 by Aleiss (1987) and Parish and Pitts (1976)? Do
 Indians like only Westerns that show a tribal group
 other than their own as the villains? Fundamen-
 tally, how do Indians link their own ethnic iden-
 tity to the Western, or limit this identity so they
 can enter the narrative frame of the Western?

 RESEARCH DESIGN

 Matched samples of 20 Indian males and 20
 Anglo2 males living in a town on an Indian reser-
 vation on the Western Plains of the United States
 watched a Western film, The Searchers. Ethni-
 cally pure groups were assembled by one Anglo

 informant and one Indian informant who invited
 five ethnically similar friends to their homes to
 watch the film. Written questionnaires were ad-
 ministered immediately after the film, followed
 by focus-group interviews. An Anglo female con-
 ducted the focus-group interviews with Anglos;
 I conducted the focus-group interviews with In-
 dians. (I am Chippewa.) (Transcripts of the focus
 interviews are available from the author on re-
 quest.)

 Respondents were asked why they liked or did
 not like The Searchers in particular and Western
 movies in general. Basic demographic questions
 included racial identification, including "blood
 quantum" for Indians.

 The research site is the second largest town on
 the reservation and has a population of about
 1,200. Equal numbers of Indians and Anglos live
 in the town.3 According to the Tribal Headquar-
 ters Enrollment Officer (Bighorn, 12 May 1988),
 of the 600 Indians, approximately 40 percent are
 Sioux, 10 percent are Assiniboine, 10 percent are
 Indians of mixed Indian origins, and approxi-
 mately 40 percent of the self-identified Indians
 are "mixed-blood," i.e., Indian and white ances-
 try. Because I wanted to avoid the possible ambi-
 guity of asking how mixed-bloods understand
 Westerns, all Indians in my sample claim to be
 "full-blood" Sioux, and all Anglos claim to be
 white.4 Because the Western genre is primarily

 2 "Anglo" refers to non-Indian white Americans
 and does not include those of Spanish or Mexican
 descent.

 3 Of the approximately 50,000 residents living on
 the 7 federally recognized reservations in this state in
 1980, 48.5 percent are Indian and 51.5 percent are
 Anglo (Confederation of American Indians 1986, pp.
 125-34). Under the 1887 General Allotment Act, more
 than 100 Indian Reservations on the Plains, along the
 Pacific Coast, and in the Great Lakes states, were
 divided up and allotted to individual Indians. The re-
 maining land was declared "surplus" and opened up
 to white homesteaders. Under the terms of this Act,
 Indians were eventually dispossessed of almost 90
 million acres (Talbot 1981, pp. 111-12). Today, whites
 continue to own land and live on these reservations
 where their land is "checker-boarded" between In-
 dian-owned land. On some of these reservations, non-
 Indians own as much or more land than the tribe or
 Indians do, and the proportion white is equal to or
 higher than the proportion Indian. The research site is
 on one of these reservations.

 4 I have observed that "mixed-blood" Indians ac-
 knowledge and respect both their Indian and white
 ancestries. To avoid speculation about whether the
 findings might be associated with the self-identified
 Indians' "Indianness" or "whiteness," I included only
 full-bloods.
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 COWBOYS AND INDIANS 727

 about males, only males were included in the
 sample.5

 The respondents did not constitute a represen-
 tative sample, but were assembled in an effort to
 create roughly matched groups. I attempted to
 match Indians and Anglos on age, income, years
 of education, occupation, and employment sta-
 tus, but succeeded in matching mainly on age,
 education, and occupation, and was less success-
 ful on income and employment status.6 In the
 analysis, neither employment status nor income
 appear to affect the dependent variables. Match-
 ing Indians and Anglos on education required
 me to exclude college-educated respondents.7 All
 subjects were between the ages of 36 and 64
 the average age of Indian respondents was 51,
 and the average age of Anglo respondents was
 52. Most of the respondents were married.8

 I chose The Searchers (1956) as the Western
 film to show because its major conflict is be-
 tween cowboys and Indians. According to Wright

 (1977), The Searchers was one of the period's
 top-grossing films, a sign of mythical resonance.
 The film stars John Wayne - a critical advan-
 tage for a Western according to Indian and Anglo
 informants. Briefly, The Searchers is about In-
 dian-hating Ethan Edwards's (John Wayne) and
 Martin Polly's (Jeff Hunter) five-year search to
 find Debbie Edwards, Ethan's niece (Natalie
 Wood), who has been kidnapped by Comanche
 Chief Scar (Henry Brandon). In the end, Scar is
 killed, and Debbie, who was married to Scar, is
 taken back to the white civilized world.

 FINDINGS

 I began my research with the assumption that
 people understand movies based on their own
 cultural backgrounds. Therefore, the experience
 of watching Western movies should be different
 for Indians and Anglos, especially when watch-
 ing scenes in which Indians are portrayed in dis-
 torted, negative ways. My most striking finding,
 however, is an overall similarity in the ways In-
 dians and Anglos experienced The Searchers.

 All respondents - Indians and Anglos - in-
 dicated that they liked Western movies in gen-
 eral. Furthermore, in the focus interviews, they
 said they wished more Westerns were being pro-
 duced in Hollywood. I asked the respondents to
 rank the three types of films they most liked to
 watch from a list of 10 (musical, gangster, hor-
 ror, and so on). All 40 subjects - both Anglo
 and Indian - ranked Westerns first or second;
 the Western was far and away the most popular
 genre. Seventy-five percent ranked Westerns first.
 Combat movies were a distant second, and sci-
 ence fiction movies were third.

 On both the written questionnaires and in the
 focus interviews, all respondents indicated that
 they liked The Searchers and considered it a typi-
 cal Western. One Indian and two Anglos reported
 that they had seen the film before.

 In response to the question, "With whom did
 you identify most in the film?," 60 percent of the
 Indians and 50 percent of the Anglos identified
 with John Wayne, while 40 percent of the Indi-
 ans and 45 percent of the Anglos identified with
 Jeff Hunter.9 None of the Indians (or Anglos)
 identified with the Indian chief, Scar. Indians did
 not link their own ethnic identity to Scar and his
 band of Indians, but instead distanced themselves
 from the Indians in the film. The Indians, like the

 5 My data show that the Western genre is popular
 among women, but because the major focus of this
 study is on racial differences and because I had a
 limited budget, I controlled for gender by looking at
 males only.

 6 The median annual household income for the In-
 dians was $9,000; the median annual household in-
 come for the Anglos was $13,000. Seven of the 20
 Indian men were unemployed at the time of the re-
 search compared to 3 of the Anglo men. Of currently
 employed Indians, four were working part-time; three
 of currently employed Anglos were working part-time.
 There are no significant differences between the Indi-
 ans in my study and the 1980 Census data on income
 and unemployment (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1986,
 Tables 9, 10, 25; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1988,
 Table 234). Occupations of the Indians included bar-
 tender, farm worker, mechanic, factory worker, car-
 penter, and food-service worker. Occupations of the
 Anglos included janitor, school bus driver, bartender,
 store clerk, factory worker, carpenter, mechanic, fore-
 man, and postal worker.

 7 Indians and Anglos differed in the proportion who
 completed high school, but this difference had no ef-
 fect on the analysis. Among Indian respondents, 25
 percent had completed high school and 60 percent
 had some high school. For Anglo respondents, 80
 percent had completed high school and 20 percent
 had some high school.

 8 To obtain matched 20-person samples, 11 groups
 comprising 30 Indians and 25 Anglos watched the
 film. Of these, 2 Indians and 3 Anglos had "some
 college education" and 8 Indians and 2 Anglos were
 mixed-blood. These respondents' questionnaires were
 not used and the respondents were not involved in the
 focus interviews.

 9 One Anglo identified with Laurie, Jeff Hunter's
 girlfriend. It was difficult to tell why.
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 Anglos, identified with the characters that the
 narrative structure tells them to identify with -
 the good guys. In the focus-group interviews,
 both Indians and Anglos reiterated their fond-
 ness for John Wayne. For both audiences, the
 Indians in the film were either neutral or nega-
 tive. What stood out was not that there were Indi-
 ans on the screen, but that the Indians were the
 "bad guys." For example, in the focus groups
 respondents were asked. "Do you ever root for
 the Indians?" Both Indians and Anglos consis-
 tently responded, "Sometimes, when they're the
 good guys." Their responses suggest that there is
 no strong ethnic bias governing whom the re-
 spondents root for and identify with. Instead, an-
 tagonism is directed against the bad guys. The
 structure of oppositions that defines the heroes in
 a film seems to guide viewers' identification with
 the characters in the film and overrides any eth-
 nic empathy.

 The Indians' identification with the good guys
 in the film is similar to Jahoda's (1961, p. 104)
 observations of African audiences reacting to
 films set in Africa that portray Africans as "rude,
 barbaric savages." Jahoda found that the major-
 ity of Africans did not identify with the Africans
 on the screen - only a minority of highly-edu-
 cated Africans identified with the Africans.

 Although Indians and Anglos relied on cues in
 The Searchers about whom to identify with, in
 other ways the fictional frame of the film did not
 completely capture these viewers. When discuss-
 ing The Searchers, Indians and Anglos rarely
 used the main characters' story names. Instead
 they used the actors' names - John Wayne and
 Jeff Hunter - which suggests a strong "star ef-
 fect." Although John Wayne plays different char-
 acters in different films, these audiences associ-
 ated his "cowboy" personality with the off-screen
 John Wayne, not with specific movie characters.
 On one level, they saw the actor as embodying
 all his movie roles. For example, when asked,
 "Why do you think Ethan Edwards hated the
 Indians in this movie?" the Indians and Anglos
 responded in similar ways:
 Indians

 Well, John Wayne might have hated Indians in this
 movie, but in other movies he doesn't hate them.
 (Mechanic, age 5 1)

 Well, they've killed his brother and his brother's
 wife. He doesn't hate Indians in all his movies.
 (Cook, age 56)

 Anglos

 John Wayne doesn't like the Indians here because
 they've killed his brother's family. But in other

 movies, he's on their side. He sticks up for them.
 (Foreman, age 56)

 Sometimes he fights for the Indians like in Fort
 Apache. (Bartender, age 48)

 Both Indians and Anglos reported that they
 liked all of John Wayne's movies, whether he
 played a boxing champion, a pilot, or a cowboy.

 In all of his films, they see the strong personality
 characteristics of "the Duke," or "Dude," as some
 of the respondents referred to him. For both Indi-
 ans and Anglos on this reservation, being called
 "cowboy" or one of John Wayne's nicknames,
 often "Dude" or "Duke," is a token of respect.
 Indians often see themselves as "cowboys," greet-
 ing each other with, "How ya doing, cowboy?,"
 or "Long time no see, cowboy," and refer to their
 girlfriends or wives as "cowgirls." Fixico (1986)
 described a similar emulation of the cowboy
 among reservation Indians in Arizona and South
 Dakota.

 The respondents talked about John Wayne as
 if he were one of them and they knew him per-
 sonally - like a good friend. Believing in John
 Wayne the man is part of the charisma attached
 to the cowboy role. It is a self-reinforcing cycle:
 Because John Wayne always plays good guys -
 characters with whom viewers empathize - it is
 easy to identify with John Wayne and all he rep-
 resents. Levy (1990) noted that, "because acting
 involves actual role playing and because of the
 'realistic' nature of motion pictures, audiences
 sometimes fail to separate between players' roles
 onscreen and their real lives offscreen. The dif-
 ference between life on and offscreen seems to
 blur" (p. 281). For respondents, John Wayne is
 the Cowboy, both in his movies and in real life.
 This focus on "John Wayne in real life" is simi-
 lar to Liebes and Katz's (1990) finding that when
 retelling episodes of the TV series "Dallas,"
 Americans and Kibbutzniks talk about the "real
 life" (behind-the-scene) personalities of the
 actors.

 The Real and the Fictional: Patterns of
 Differences

 Although Anglos and Indians responded in simi-
 lar ways to the structure of oppositions in the nar-
 rative, the two groups interpreted and valued char-
 acteristics of the cultural product differently once
 they "entered" the narrative. The narrative was
 (re)interpreted to fit their own interests. Although
 both Indians and Anglos saw some aspects of The
 Searchers as real and others as fictional, the two
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 COWBOYS AND INDIANS 729

 Table 1. Ranks of Reasons for Liking The Searchers, by Ethnicity

 American Indians Anglos

 Weighted Weighted
 Ranked Ranked Ranked Sum Ranked Ranked Ranked Sum

 Reason 1st 2nd 3rd of Ranksa 1st 2nd 3rd of Ranksa

 Action/fights 2 4 5 19 2 6 4 22

 John Wayne 5 3 2 23 2 3 0 12

 IthadcowboysandIndians 6 5 3 31 3 2 5 18

 Scenery/landscape 6 3 2 26 3 5 6 25

 Humor 1 5 6 19 0 1 1 3

 Romance 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1

 Authentic portrayal of Old West 0 0 0 0 10 3 3 39

 Other 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0

 aRanks are weighted: 1st x 3; 2nd x 2; 3rd x 1.

 groups differed on what, they saw as authentic
 and what they saw as fictional.

 Table 1 shows how the two groups responded
 when asked to rank their three most important
 reasons for liking the film. The Kendall rank-
 order correlation coefficient of X = .29 indicates
 that Indians' and Anglos' reasons often differed.
 The two groups agreed on the importance of "ac-
 tion and fights," "it had cowboys and Indians,"
 and "the scenery and landscape" as reasons for
 liking the film. They also agreed that "romance"
 was not an important reason for liking the film.
 But the differences between Indians and Anglos
 in Table 1 are striking: None of the Indians ranked
 "authentic portrayal of the Old West" as an im-
 portant reason for liking the movie, while 50 per-
 cent of the Anglos ranked it as the most impor-
 tant reason.

 The results in Table 1 suggest that the distinc-
 tive appeal of the Western for Indians has two
 elements: (1) the cowboy's way of life - the
 idealized Western lifestyle seems to make this
 cultural product resonate for Indians; and (2) the
 setting of the film, the beauty of the landscape
 (Monument Valley) moves Indian viewers. When
 asked in the focus groups, "Why did you like this
 film, and what makes Westerns better (or worse)
 than other kinds of movies?" Indians reported:
 "Westerns relate to the way I wish I could live";
 "The cowboy is free"; "He's not tied down to an
 eight-to-five job, day after day"; "He's his own
 man"; and "He has friends who are like him."
 What makes Westerns meaningful to Indians is
 the fantasy of being free and independent like the
 cowboy and the familiarity of the landscape or
 setting.

 The setting also resonated for Anglos, but
 Anglos perceived these films as authentic por-
 trayals of their past. In the focus groups, Anglos,
 but not Indians, talked about Westerns as accu-
 rate chronicles of their history. When asked,
 "Why did you like this film, and what makes
 Westerns better (or worse) than other kinds of
 movies?" Anglos said, "My grandparents were
 immigrants and Westerns show us the hard life
 they had"; "Westerns are about my heritage and
 how we settled the frontier and is about all the
 problems they had"; "Westerns give us an idea
 about how things were in the old days"; and
 "Westerns are true to life." What is meaningful
 to Anglos is not the fantasy of an idealized
 lifestyle, but that Western films link Anglos to
 their own history. For them, Western films are
 like primitive myths: They affirm and justify that
 their ancestors' actions when "settling this coun-
 try" were right and good and necessary.'0

 Indians seemed ambivalent about how the Old
 West was portrayed in The Searchers. In the fo-
 cus groups, I asked Indians if the film was an
 authentic portrayal of the Old West and they re-
 sponded:

 As far as the cowboy's life goes, it's real, but you
 don't get to know the Indians, so it's hard to say it's
 totally authentic. (Bartender, age 42)

 I think it's real in some ways, like when you see the
 cowboy and how he was. (Mechanic, age 51)

 ' Describing the role of the myth among Trobriand
 Islanders, Malinowski (1948) wrote: "The myth comes
 into play when rite, ceremony, or a social or moral
 rule demands justification, warrant of antiquity, real-
 ity, and sanctity" (pp. 84-85).
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 The cowboys are real to me. That's the way they
 were. But I don't know about the Indians 'cause you
 never see much of them. (Farm worker, age 50)

 Yeah, the movie is more about the good guys than
 the bad guys. I mean, the bad guys are there, but you
 don't get to know them very well. Mostly the movie
 is about the cowboys, the good guys, anyway. (Car-

 penter, age 48)

 For Indians, the film was more about cowboys
 than about Indians. This does not hinder their

 enjoyment of the film or make it less meaning-

 ful, because they did not view the Indians on the
 screen as real Indians.

 Both Indians and Anglos were asked, "Are
 Indians and cowboys in this film like Indians and
 cowboys in the past?" and, "Are they like Indi-

 ans and cowboys today?" Anglos replied:

 I think the cowboys and the settlers are pretty much
 like those in the old days. It's hard to say if the
 Indians are like Indians in the past. (Mechanic, age

 39)

 They're not like Indians today. (Foreman, age 56)

 Indians don't go around kidnapping white women
 and children these days. (Bartender, age 48)

 Probably they're similar to how some of the Indians
 were in the past, I mean Indians really did scalp
 white men. (Postal worker, age 49)

 Yeah, and they kidnapped white children and white
 women. My grandparents used to tell stories about
 how their parents told them to be careful when they
 played outside. They had to stay close to their homes,
 'cause the Indians used to kidnap children. (Bus
 driver, age 49)

 Anglos thought the cowboys in the Western were
 similar to cowboys of the past, and they suggested
 that Indians in the film were similar to Indians in
 the past. However, they did not think Indians to-
 day are like Indians in the film.

 When asked the same questions about whether
 Indians and cowboys in the film are like Indians
 and cowboys today and in the past, Indians re-
 plied somewhat differently:

 The cowboys are like cowboys in the past. Maybe
 some Indians in the past were like the Indians in the
 films. (Bartender, age 58)

 They're not like Indians today. I mean, the only
 time Indians dress up is for powwows. (Cook, age
 60)

 In this movie and other movies with Indians, you
 don't get to know them. I mean, they're not really
 people, like the cowboys are. It's hard to say they're
 like Indians in the past. For sure they're not like
 Indians today. (Bartender, age 42)

 The Indians aren't at all like any of the Indians I
 know. (Unemployed factory worker, age 44)

 Indians today are the cowboys. (Bartender, age 42)

 The phrase "Indians today are the cowboys,"
 means that contemporary Indians are more like
 cowboys than Anglos are, in the sense that it is
 Indians who preserve some commitment to an
 autonomous way of life that is not fully tied to
 modem industrial society. Indians want to be, and
 value being, independent and free - separate
 from society - more than Anglos do.

 Because The Searchers portrays Indians not as
 human beings, but as "wild, blood-thirsty ani-
 mals," Indians might be expected to report that
 the Indians on the screen are not like Indians they
 know today or like Indians in the past. How could
 they identify with the Indians on the screen when
 Indians are portrayed in such a caricatured fash-
 ion? The only connections that Indians made be-
 tween the Indians on the screen and Indians of
 the past and present were with the costumes worn
 by the Indians on the screen.

 On some deeper level, however, Indian respon-
 dents may have identified with the Indians on the
 screen. For example, when asked in the focus
 groups, "What's a bad Western like?" Indians
 reported that they like all Westerns except for
 films like Soldier Blue. All of the Indian respon-
 dents were familiar with this film. SoldierBlue is
 a 1970 film based on the Sand Creek massacre of
 1864, when Colonel Chivington of the U.S. Cal-
 vary ambushed and slaughtered a village of peace-
 ful Arapaho and Cheyenne children, women, and
 men in Colorado. In all of the Indian focus groups,
 this title was mentioned as one Western they did
 not like. This suggests that when films are too
 realistic and evoke unpleasant emotions, they are
 no longer enjoyable. This finding resembles
 Radway's (1984, p. 184) findings about "failed"
 romance novels. A "failed" romance is one that
 evokes overly intense feelings of anger, fear, and
 violence. Such novels are discarded by readers
 because they are not enjoyable. SoldierBlue, how-
 ever, is sympathetic to the Indians, and the narra-
 tive leads the viewer to empathize with the Indi-
 ans. Unlike the Indians, Anglos reported that they
 like all Westerns and could not think of an ex-
 ample of a bad Western.

 Another striking difference revealed in Table
 1 is that Indians cited "humor" as an important
 reason for liking the film, while Anglos did not.
 In the focus groups, Indians talked about several
 comic scenes in the film. When asked if humor
 was important in Western films, they all said,
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 COWBOYS AND INDIANS 731

 Table 2. Ranks of Qualities That Make a Good Hero in a Good Western, by Ethnicity

 American Indians Anglos

 Weighted Weighted
 Ranked Ranked Ranked Sum Ranked Ranked Ranked Sum

 Quality 1st 2nd 3rd of Ranksa 1st 2nd 3rd of Ranksa

 Bravery 8 6 4 40 3 4 1 18

 Integrity/honesty 2 2 0 10 8 9 5 47

 Independence 0 0 2 2 0 0 1 1

 Toughness 8 8 4 44 0 0 0 0

 Sense of humor 0 2 8 12 0 1 1 3

 Strength 2 0 0 6 0 0 0 0

 Loyalty 0 0 0 0 1 0 7 10

 Intelligence 0 2 2 6 8 6 5 41

 Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

 aRanks are weighted: 1st x 3; 2nd x 2; 3rd x 1.

 "Yeah." They reported that they liked humor and
 wit in Western movies and valued this trait in
 their friends. Humor is a source of joy for them
 - a gift.

 Anglos, in contrast, never mentioned John
 Wayne's humor. Why did Indians and not Anglos
 respond to the humor? If Anglos perceived the
 film as an authentic story of their past, they may
 have concentrated on the serious problems in the
 film, i.e., getting the white girl back. Perhaps
 Anglos were so preoccupied with the film as an
 affirmation of their past that they were unable to
 focus on the intended humor, or at least other char-
 acteristics of the film were more important. On
 the other hand, Indians, who did not see the film
 as an authentic story of their own past, may have
 focused more on the intended humor in the film.

 Ideal Heroes

 Indians and Anglos also valued individual traits
 of the cowboy differently. Table. 2 shows how
 the two groups responded when asked to rank the
 three most important qualities that make a good
 hero in a good Western. A Kendall rank-order
 correlation coefficient of X = .167 shows little
 agreement between Indian and Anglo rankings.
 Indians ranked "toughness" and "bravery" as the
 two most important qualities of a good hero in a
 good Western, whereas Anglos ranked "integrity/
 honesty" and "intelligence" as most important.
 Perhaps audiences look for exceptional charac-
 teristics in a good hero - qualities they would
 like to see in themselves. To live free and close
 to the land like Indians wish to live, exceptional

 bravery and toughness are necessary. Because

 Anglos do not want to live like cowboys, bravery
 and toughness are not as important. Responses
 of Indians in Table 2 are similar to responses in
 Table 1 and to the oral responses. For example,
 when the Indians described John Wayne as a rea-
 son why they liked The Searchers, they concen-
 trated on John Wayne's toughness.

 While the two groups differed on the qualities
 that make a good hero, Indians and Anglos tended
 to agree on the characteristics of a good Western.
 When asked what characteristics they liked in a
 good Western, a Kendall's rank-order correla-
 tion coefficient between Indian and Anglo re-
 sponses was high, X = .78, i.e., there were no
 pronounced differences between Indians and
 Anglos. For both groups, the three most impor-
 tant characteristics of a good Western were: "a
 happy ending"; "action/fights"; and "authentic
 portrayal of Old West." Like the ranking of "a
 happy ending" as the most important ingredient
 in a good romance novel (Radway 1984, p. 59),
 Indian and Anglo viewers ranked "a happy end-
 ing" as the most desirable characteristic of a good
 Western. The essential happy ending for my re-
 spondents may be related to Cawelti's (1976, p.
 193) "epic moment" when the villain is con-
 quered, the wilderness is subdued, and civiliza-
 tion is established. The importance of the "happy
 ending" may also support Wright's (1977) con-
 tention that the outcome of the Western narrative
 is important.

 For Indians, the importance of a "happy end-
 ing" in a good Western film also reflects on their
 evaluation of Soldier Blue as a bad Western -
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 Soldier Blue does not fulfill the "happy ending"
 criterion of a good Western. Although Indians
 like action or fights, they are discerning about
 what kinds of action or fights they enjoy.

 For both Anglos and Indians, the three least
 liked characteristics of a good Western were:
 "hero rides off into the sunset alone"; "Indians as
 bad guys"; and "romance between hero and
 woman." Both groups preferred that "the hero
 settles down." In some ways, the characteristics
 the respondents like to see in a good Western
 support Cawelti's assumptions about the cultural
 significance of the Western."I

 THE POLITICS OF PERCEPTION

 Some Indians do identify with the Indians in the
 Western and are not affected by the film's sig-
 nals about whom to identify with. Before taking
 my research procedures into the field, I pretested
 them with 15 American Indian college students
 at a West Coast university (10 males, 5 females).
 Because Indians in the reservation sample dif-
 fered in important characteristics from the Indi-
 ans in the pretests (9 of the Indian students were
 "mixed-bloods"), systematic comparisons were
 not possible.

 However, Indian students responded differently
 from Indians in the reservation sample. Ethnicity
 was a salient issue for the majority of the stu-
 dents. The narrative of The Searchers did not
 "work" for the students and they were unable to
 fully enter the drama. For example, unlike the
 reservation Indians, a majority of the Indian stu-
 dents identified with and rooted for Scar and his
 Indians or Debbie, the kidnapped girl. They
 thought Debbie should have been allowed to stay
 with Scar and that the search should- not have
 taken place at all.

 Like the reservation Indians, the college-edu-
 cated Indians did not view The Searchers as an

 authentic portrayal of the "Old West" and were
 quick to point out stereotypical portrayals of In-
 dians in the film. They reacted against the nega-
 tive message in the film that "the only good In-
 dian is a dead one." They also pointed out many
 inaccuracies in the film, such as the use of Nava-
 jos and the Navajo language for Comanche,
 "Comanche" Indians wearing Sioux war bon-
 nets, and Indians sometimes wearing war bon-
 nets while fishing. Neither the Indians nor the
 Anglos in the reservation sample mentioned any
 of these inaccuracies.

 All students but one reported that they liked
 Westerns in general, but preferred Westerns
 whose plots are about "cowboys vs. cowboys" or
 "Indians vs. Indians," or a "cowboys vs. Indi-
 ans" plot in which the Indian point of view is
 shown. Several male students indicated that they
 and their friends often rent Western videos and
 named the video stores nearest the university that
 had the best selection of Westerns.

 None of the students particularly liked John
 Wayne. Like the reservation sample, the students
 talked about John Wayne in "real life" and re-
 ferred to what they considered racist statements
 he made off-screen in various interviews.

 I asked each student, "Do Indians back home
 on the reservation like Westerns?" and "Do they
 root for the cowboys?" All of them said, "Oh
 yeah, sure." One Sioux student said his father
 had most of John Wayne's films on video, and a
 Chippewa said that his uncle was named after
 John Wayne. One Navajo said of his reservation
 town, "Ever since they closed down the movie
 theater several years ago, every Friday night they
 show a movie in the cafeteria room at the high
 school, and most of the time it's a Western. Ev-
 erybody goes."

 The heightened ethnic awareness of the col-
 lege students interferes with, or overrides, their
 responses to the Western so that they do not get
 caught up in the structure of oppositions in the
 narrative. Because they identify with their ethnic
 group,- they see The Searchers through a differ-
 ent lens. Education increases their awareness of
 anti-Indian bias in the film, producing a "revised
 eye" that frames these films in ethnic terms. In
 this context, ethnicity is a construct of a particu-
 lar culture or subculture.

 CONCLUSION

 Although it would seem problematic for Indians
 to know which characters to identify with in The
 Searchers, it was not a problem for them at all -

 11 I collected some data in the field on female reser-
 vation Indians and female Anglos. These data reveal
 gender differences as well as differences by ethnicity.
 For example, women identified with the women in
 the film, while the men did not. Women ranked "ro-
 mance" as one of the most important reasons for lik-
 ing the film, whereas the men ranked it as the least
 important reason. Women ranked "action/fights" as
 one of the least important reasons for liking the film,
 while the men ranked it as one of the most important
 reasons. Like Anglo men, Anglo women saw the film
 as an authentic portrayal of the past, while the Indian
 women, like the Indian men, did not. Indian women,
 like Indian men, also distanced themselves from the
 Indians on the screen.
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 they identified with the cowboy and his lifestyle.
 Indians did not focus on the Indians, who are of-
 ten portrayed on-screen as a faceless, screaming
 horde. Instead, they saw the cowboys as they want
 to see themselves - as the good guys.

 What appears to make Westerns meaningful
 to Indians is the fantasy of being free and inde-
 pendent like the cowboy. In addition, the famil-
 iarity of the setting is important. Anglos, on the
 other hand, respond to the Western as a story
 about their past and their ancestors. The Western
 narrative becomes an affirmation of their own
 social experience - the way they are and what
 their ancestors strove for and imposed on the
 West are "good." Thus, for Anglos, the Western
 resembles a primitive myth. But it is not a myth
 in this sense for Indians - Indians do not view
 the Western as authentic.

 Both Indians and Anglos find a fantasy in the
 cowboy story in which the important parts of
 their ways of life triumph and are morally good,
 validating their own cultural group in the context
 of a dramatically satisfying story. Perhaps this
 motive for ethnic group validation is more gen-
 eral and not peculiar to cowboy movies.

 Oppositions in the Western narrative are im-
 portant to viewers. Indians and Anglos both root
 for and identify with the good guys. The strength
 of the narrative lies in its Levi-Straussian opposi-
 tions, and Wright (1977) correctly focused on
 them. However, Wright's thesis, that viewers see
 their own economic situation in Westerns and
 use its messages to deal with their economic
 world, is not supported here. Both Indians and
 Anglos respond to "their own situation," but not
 in Wright's sense. Wright's sociological expla-
 nation of the cultural significance of Westerns
 does not entirely contradict Cawelti (1976). Al-
 though Cawelti's discussion is too nonspecific,
 and therefore more difficult to refute, my evi-
 dence is more compatible with Cawelti's argu-
 ment that viewers use Westerns as a fantasy for
 exploring value conflicts (e.g., traditional ways
 of life versus progress) and to affirm the value of
 their ideals and way of life. Cawelti's
 nonspecificity and Wright's incorrect explana-
 tion may have resulted from their failure to ask
 viewers or readers why they like Westerns.

 The Indian college students, who by attending
 college have opted for some of the values of white
 society, find other meanings in The Searchers.
 Because they are immersed in the intellectual
 world of the university, the symbolic importance
 of the film for them lies in its false representation
 of their ancestry and history.

 JOELLEN SHIVELY is Assistant Professor of Sociology
 and Faculty Associate at the Center for Research on
 Social Organization at the University of Michigan.
 Current research includes a comparison of U.S. In-
 dian reservations where only Indians live with reser-
 vations where the proportion white is equal to or
 higher than the proportion Indian, particularly with
 regard to socioeconomic status, assimilation, and eth-

 nic identity, and a study on perceptions offilms by
 gender and race.
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 invites authors to submit manuscripts for publication.
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