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ABSTRACT 

    

 This dissertation examines how Cormac McCarthy’s novels can be observed as 

stories about societal expectations for masculinity and how those expectations are 

communicated to men through the use of story and myth.  I use Niklas Luhmann’s  Social 

Systems Theory as a lens to read these novels, Luhmann defines communication as a 

threefold process of selections: for utterance, information, and (mis)understanding. 

Because a communicative offering has to be accepted as an utterance, evaluated as 

information, and finally interpreted for understanding (or misunderstanding), the process 

becomes highly complex. The theory explains why, although the masculine myth is often 

seen as a ‘monomyth’ with one story and one expected outcome, the results can be 

diverse. McCarthy’s novels offer an ideal source of observation as they are very diverse 

in their time and place settings, they are all about men, and they refer to stories and 

contain characters who act as storytellers. They offer a narrative mimesis of the world 

that allows the reader to observe the process of communicative selection and how each 

selection affects outcomes.  In the end, the novels break down to stories about the 

contingency of good vs. evil, stories about the inability of some men to fulfill masculine 

expectations and, finally, how development of a social system depends up contingency. If 

the myth were truly a monomyth, with no possibility of other outcomes, there would be 

no social system, because the limits of choice would limit any possibility of change.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This study is the result of a convergence of interests, some of which have been with me 

as long as I’ve been able to read, and some that are more recent discoveries. First, I am 

interested in masculinity and how men are socialized as men. I have always been 

fascinated with what used to be called ‘boys’ fiction,’ the stories of Kipling and Twain, 

Edgar Rice Burroughs and Jack London, among others. In addition to simply loving the 

stories, I love what they have to say about the ‘right’ way to be a man. Cormac 

McCarthy’s novels, while much darker and more ambiguous that these other stories, were 

a natural extension of that interest, because his novels are also almost exclusively focused 

on the lives of men.  

  Second, I am deeply interested in language and communication in society, 

especially in social communication, the role of language in communication, and the use 

of myth and stories to set social boundaries. This interest led me to Niklas Luhmann’s 

Social Systems which elucidates and develops a theory of self-organizing social systems. 

I will explain more about Social Systems Theory in the next chapter, but I found its focus 

on observation and communication to be fascinating. For Luhmann, communication is a 

set of three different selections that a system makes; utterance, information, and 

(mis)understanding. Each of the steps must take place for communication to happen. This 

model of communication is helpful for understanding  how socialization of individuals 

occurs through myth and story, but also how contingent the results of that socialization 

are upon the results of each stage of communication. Such contingency explains the wide 
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variations of outcomes among social systems and subsystems. Communication gets 

complex very quickly, and it is impossible to observe all the selections from any one 

point of view, nor is it possible to view all the relationships and possibilities opened up 

by the choice. However, according to Luhmann, there is way to observe the 

communications that go on in the social system. It  is through framing the complexity 

into a smaller system through art, including narrative art.  

 And that is my third interest, the purpose of literature and art in the social 

systems. Myth and stories are not simply entertainment. Literary art both simplifies the 

world by framing the possibilities in one story, but it also allows readers to observe and 

reflect on the selections made within that world, in a way that is not available to them in 

their day to day communications. As Luhmann points out, in Art as a Social System, we 

must look at the “selective arrangement of artwork [including literary artwork] to be a 

condition for perceptible objects to become available to communication” (10).  As such, 

the communication of art, as with all communication, is a unity of the three-fold 

selection.  It is part of “ascertaining a ‘reality’ … based on the experience of a resistance 

in the system against itself—for example, in perception against perception, or in language 

against language—and not on a comprehensive impression of the world” (Art 10). 

Literature becomes a perfect form for that resistance. Through the framing and 

arrangement of the literary offering, the reader is able to observe the threefold selections 

made within the system and connect them to the events and results which follow. As Ira 

Livingston notes, a fictional narrative is as faithful a representation of the world as an 
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empirical or factual narrative (Livingston 43). As such, literary works can help engage 

ideas and explore them through what Livingston terms “an ongoing sea change in the 

relations among ways of knowing and engaging the world, in the discursive ecology” 

(Livingston 1). The literary universe not only plays out a social system within its 

boundaries, but also brings in the reader as an observer in relationship with the text. In 

relationship the reader can enter the narrative world, observe the relationships between 

characters, events, and the narrative structures and draw out meaning from the text. The 

literary mimesis offers a space where a reader can divine a theory (or theories) about the 

way the social system works or could work and the way that borders are established and 

crossed.  Literature, as a form of the self-reference and autopoiesis of the system, then 

reenters the system and becomes a part of the performative making of the system, as any 

communicative offering does. Textual narratives are epistemological experiments, 

sometimes imagining the world as it would be if the boundaries were indeed different, 

which would make the world different as well. 

 In my work, I also consider literary narratives as worlds in themselves. In a novel, 

or a series of novels,  the rules of behavior and expectation are already invisible, accepted 

by the characters within that world and their disappearance means that the world of the 

text becomes its own sort of language game. David Gamez equates this disappearance to 

learning the rules of chess; that “[o]nce we have mastered a game’s rules we cease to see 

them and focus instead on the possibilities that lie within their framework” (214). Once 

one has accepted the world of the novel as a given, and the rules of the game (whether the 
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world must be accepted to contain talking lions, or alien worlds, or even monstrously 

modern judges), the novel becomes a game which is “a complete world whilst I am 

playing it” (Gamez 214).  The form of the narrative, as any other form, both forecloses 

complexity and also integrates other possible selections, so that the form accommodates 

the other. The structure limits the “language-games that we naturally play, [but] there is 

no such limitation on the language-games that we can play” (Gamez 215). The narrative 

world, while we inhabit it, may be any sort of world at all. The same rules that structure it 

as do our world, the rules of communication. As Niklas Luhmann has written, 

communication is a threefold system of selection. Selections are made by social systems 

for “information, utterance, and (mis)understanding”  (ToD 160 Please refer to the list of 

abbreviations for the full titles ).  Those three simple selections are the building blocks 

for all communication in any social system. Cormac McCarthy’s work is an excellent 

form of art for observing the sharing of myth, the interpretation of it, and its resistance to 

changing boundaries. 

 His novels work so well because they are full of what Jason Cowley in The 

Guardian (2008)  calls “muscular masculinity”. I can only think of one major female 

character, La Dueña in All the Pretty Horses, and she, in the end, is unable to change the 

form of masculinity that John Grady Cole practices. The other women are generally in 

the same class with the horses in the novels; they are smart, beautiful, mysterious, and 

useful for carrying the male characters to their destinies. However, I do not think that 

McCarthy is misogynistic. He’s simply not interested in telling a woman’s story. He is 
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concerned with what it means to be a man, and so, through ten novels written over a 40 

year period, he explores the stories men are told and tell themselves.  The male main 

characters range in age from early puberty (the only exception to this is the boy in The 

Road, but he is with his father and so is not considered a man in the same sense as the 

other youngsters) to old age and they live in various historical periods and locales. They 

follow McCarthy himself in that they are mostly white and from either the Southern or 

Western United States (Billy and Boyd Parham are Hispanic on their mother’s side). 

They might be educated or illiterate, rich or poor, or somewhere in between, and they 

might be cowboys or bums, or serial killers. Yet they all seem to hear the same stories 

about what it means to be a man, whether they realize it or not, because they are 

interpenetrated into a Euro-American social system that is constructed upon those 

masculine expectations (Horrocks 14) and they are all, in one way or another dealing 

with those stories. Those stories add up to what Horrocks calls a “collective fantasy” 

about ideal masculinity  (Horrocks 17) or, in other words, a myth.  

 Fully interpenetrated with the masculine expectations of their various social 

systems and subsystems, the men seem to have great difficulty escaping them and often, 

in fact, are trying very hard to be the mythical man they are expected to be even if their 

lived experience contradicts those expectations. Although social systems communication 

precludes true alienation from the social system, due to the concept of interpenetrating 

systems and subsystems, communicative offerings can be refused, misinterpreted ( from 

the point of view of the system making the offering), or simply truncated and incomplete. 
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It is contingent on how the utterance is perceived (if it is noticed at all), whether the 

receiver recognizes the offering of communication as information, and how the various 

systems interpret the information. Communication is fraught and it can fail. For one 

reason or another, each of these men suffers from failed communication and they 

perceive themselves as being completely alone.   

 In chapter 2, I will examine “The Contingent Man” or, more specifically, the 

uncertainty of the noise generated in attempts to communicate boundary values. Because 

of this noise, or the numerous contingencies left available after a systemic selection, 

systemic boundary values, such as hero/villain are themselves contingent and unsure. 

Instead, what comprises a good or a bad man can vary considerably depending on if the 

values are accepted as valid utterance, if they are selected as information, and by how the 

values are interpreted, not only by the social system, but by the psychic systems with 

which it interpenetrates and the social subsystems with which they also interpenetrate.  

 The two interpenetrating systems of the social system and the human psychic 

system are not “separate things or …two partially intersecting circles” (SS 217). Such 

representations are wholly inadequate and doomed to failure because they fail to take into 

account that “the boundaries of one system can be included in the operational domain of 

the other” (SS 217 italics in original).  So human psychic systems are aware of the 

boundaries for social systems and yet consciousness “acquires the possibility of drawing 

boundaries precisely because the boundaries are not, at the same time boundaries of 

consciousness” (SS 217) and yet, “communication is constantly forced to use what 
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psychic systems have already assimilated in their consciousness and what they have not”  

(SS 217). Each system can realize the other within itself, but its difference as 

environment for the other system is conserved. This is the manner in which complexity is 

made available for the other system.  Lest anyone believe that interpenetration means that 

humans are ‘part’ of the social system as individual cogs in a machine or bricks in a 

structure (one cannot help but think of Pink Floyd at this point), Luhmann emphasizes 

that there is not only a great deal of freedom in interpenetrating systems, but also that 

each psychic system is a system unto itself, that “[i]nterpenetration leads to inclusion 

insofar as the complexity of the contributing systems is also used by the receiving 

systems. But it also leads to exclusion insofar as a multiplicity of interpenetrating systems 

must distinguish themselves from one another in their autopoiesis to make this possible” 

(SS 220). The distinction between the psychic system and the other psychic systems that 

make up its environment and environments for the social system is “the 

‘individualization’ of persons” (SS 221). Individuality is the embodiment of the paradox 

elucidated by Maturana and Varela that autopoietic organization means autopoietic 

entities (whether psychic systems, social systems, or others) are ‘operationally closed’ 

which means that they are closed “on the level of organization” (Wolfe 60.0) but open on 

“the level of structure” (Wolfe 60.0). The mind that is enclosed within the body and 

organized in the brain and the molecular and chemical structures of the body can still 

grow and change when selecting from the complexity of their environment. Such is the 

case for the social system and its structures as well.  
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 In chapter 3, I will examine the boundary of difference between the individual 

psychic system and their interpenetrating social systems. This difference, or operational 

closure, limits the socialization of the individual man into the system’s values. In 

addition, the system’s communicative selections could severely limit or truncate the 

young men’s ability to fulfill their own wishes and potential in their narrative worlds. 

Men who, for whatever reason, have needs or desires that do not fit within the boundary 

values of the system are removed to a marginal existence. While complete within 

themselves and fully interpenetrated by the system, there is a refusal of, or collapse of 

communication between system and environment. The refusal can come from either side. 

Billy Parham, Lester Ballard, and Cornelius Suttree all find a life of pain, rejection, and 

loss as their communicative offerings are rejected or misunderstood by the system around 

them. Communication, unavoidable in any social system, because of the nature of the 

system itself is paradoxically also impossible. No one system can completely control the 

selection of and the outcome of communication, and once a selection is made, the system 

becomes blind to other possibilities, making every selection fraught with risk of failure.  

 Story, words, the grand narrative, and the necessity of communication become the 

foci of The Road, and so this narrative has a chapter of its own, Chapter 4, in which the 

failure to communicate has become a collapse of the structure of the social system known 

as the United States, and perhaps the entire world system. In this story, which Dana 

Phillips calls a ‘primal’ fiction (Phillips 178), we have a world that has been blasted into 

oblivion, leaving the man (the only character whose thoughts are available to us) 
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mistrustful and afraid of others and also angry with words and stories in general. 

However, he also reveals the necessity of narrative for binding (and producing 

boundaries for the behavior of) social systems as he tells the boy that they “carry the fire” 

and are the “good guys”. In this least novelistic of novels, McCarthy completes his 

examination of myth and language as the form of social systems. As he shows, the entire 

social system is contingent and there is no system without a grand narrative that 

interpenetrates the psychic systems and provides a communicative offering for the 

threefold selection of communication.  The father’s biggest concern with the road gangs 

is not simply that they will eat him and his son, but that their story is not the one he wants 

to see carried on in the world. In addition, the lack of communicative offerings from what 

is considered the natural “environment” of the social system reveals that the natural 

world is indeed part of our social system and its loss is a real lack of interpenetrating 

social systems (including those social systems which we disregard as such, the 

ecosystems in which we are implicated).  

 He tries to set up a schema that will establish boundary values for a human social 

system, separating his son and himself from the cannibals.  He uses a form of  moral 

differentiation so that the system can “condition its internal complexity and 

environmental complexity by a schema of friend and foe” (SS 183) or the good guys and 

bad guys. Morality, defined sociologically by Luhmann, becomes “the totality of the 

conditions for deciding the bestowal of esteem or disdain within the system” (SS 236). 

The cannibal groups , meanwhile, seem to be following a schema of predator and prey, a 
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twisted version of survival of the fittest. However, this binary does not provide enough 

range of choices or interpretation, especially considering the fact that there are so few 

survivors. Rather than opening up new avenues of communication, the two schema limit 

both communication attempts (it is too dangerous to communicate with someone who 

considers you food) and also, at least in the case of the father and son, limits the manner 

in which communication can be interpreted. In addition, the myths have overlooked the 

necessity of the natural environment for systems differentiation. The selections being 

made by the men presuppose a need to reduce complexity in order to establish system 

boundaries and behaviors. Without the already rich complexity of nature born of its own 

eons of selection and communication, the human social system could never have evolved, 

and without that information from which to select, the human race is selecting for an 

ultimately suicidal lack of choice. The earth itself will probably recover, but the chances 

are slim that the human race will overcome itself to grow again.  

 Cormac McCarthy’s works are perfect for a study of masculinity in that they are 

all about men and their struggles to understand the world and themselves. In addition, the 

focus on stories and language makes this set of novels a very good structure to examine 

as a narrative system. The novels are very diverse in time scale, place, and subject matter, 

but, because McCarthy’s characters insist that all stories are one story, they invite a 

systemic approach to understand the threads uniting the stories and why, ultimately, they 

are so different. It is also invites examination of how Joseph Campbell’s monomyth about 

the hero can be interpreted in so many different ways, even as it is recognizably the same 
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myth. Social Systems Theory has not been used before to examine all an author’s novels, 

and yet it seems to me to be the perfect tool to deploy for understanding the structure of 

both the narrative social systems within the books and the structure that defines the 

connections among the entire body of work. I think that my observation of the threefold 

nature of communication in Social Systems Theory has revealed something about 

contingency of the monomyth and revealed a subtle critique of mythical masculinity in 

Cormac McCarthy’s novels that will be an important addition to the way those novels are 

read.   
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CHAPTER 1: THEORETICALLY, ALL STORIES ARE ONE STORY: READING THE NOVELS 

OF CORMAC MCCARTHY THROUGH A LUHMANNIAN LENS 

 

When observing my brother and his friends engaging in questionable behavior, my father 

would often say “Them boys just ain’t right”. Cormac McCarthy’s novels are full of 

young men and boys who ‘ain’t right’ in some way. They are criminals, incestuous 

outcasts, necrophiliacs, hired killers, drunks, and lost cowboys. Using the ‘monomyth’ of 

masculinity named and pathologized many years ago in Freudian and Jungian 

psychology; established in the popular imagination through Joseph Campbell; and played 

out in European and American literature since the time of the Greeks, McCarthy has built 

a representation of a narrative social system, a text  that allows the reader to observe the 

role of communication in development of the (masculine) self, the social systemic 

emergence and stabilization of boundaries, and the limits of predictability about 

outcomes in any system.  

 McCarthy has hinted at the intertextuality between his books and other narrat ives 

in saying that  “the ugly fact is books are made out of books” (Woodward). His novels 

not only allude to other books, narratives, and myths, but also refer internally to one 

another. In fact their similar stories and the repetition of themes across geographical and 

stylistic divisions, especially the constant reference to story and language encourage 

reading them as one story rather than many. In addition, the complexity of the novels and 

the focus on communication in the novels, and the vastly different reactions of the 

characters within the novels to various stories encourage a reader, such as myself, who is 
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interested in Social Systems Theory to read them in light of what they reveal about 

communication, socialization, and the formation of a social system. Niklas Luhmann’s 

Social Systems, as well as others of his works and his theory of the ‘meaning system’ (SS 

59) will be the medium through which I examine each novel and the narrative 

representation of social system present in each. As such, I will take each novel as its own 

little world. However, because each novel makes reference not only to historical events 

and literary antecedents, but also refers (often obliquely) to other novels in McCarthy’s 

oeuvre, I will also read them as one story, interlinked into a network of tales about the 

selections for “information, utterance,  and (mis)understanding”  (ToD 160) and the 

implications that those selections have both for the characters within the stories, and their 

lives within their social system, but also how reading the novels this way changes the 

readers’ views of heroes, anti-heroes, and villains in McCarthy’s work and in the social 

system called the modern U.S. as well.  

  Critics generally divide the novels according to three broad categories: 1) The 

Appalachian novels, or the novels from The Orchard Keeper to Suttree, 2) The Western 

novels, or Blood Meridian, the three novels that form The Border Trilogy, and No 

Country for Old Men, and 3) The Road, which stands alone (for the moment) as a 

culmination of Cormackian wanderings.  However, reading the novels through a systems 

theory lens reveals that this basic division is both inadequate and inaccurate. If the novels 

are read, as I believe they should be, as similar and repeated forms of the myth of the 

good/bad man in the American social system, then the regional divisions are only 
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important in the sense that the local subsystems constrain the way that characters hear 

and respond to the myth. The myth does not construct or educate these characters, but is, 

as in our own world, contingent upon the selections made. A character can refuse to hear 

the myth at all, thus refusing it as utterance, or he can hear it, and interpret it as part of his 

construction of himself and his world.  According to Bruno Latour there are “many more 

worlds that may aspire to become one—or not, depending on the assembly work we will 

be able to achieve” (118). Those many worlds, as Edgar Landgraf writes in Black Boxes 

and White Noise. Don DeLillo and the Reality of Literature, are a “multiplicity of 

incongruent realities” (87) precisely because of the contingency of communication. The 

multiple levels of narration in the stories and the emphasis on the various characters 

telling and hearing stories make the novels epistemological experiments on the 

interpenetration of social and psychic systems, the threefold selection of communication, 

and the contingency of socialization (for individuals) and social systemic construction. 

Since the novels examine these various levels of communication and contingency 

surrounding myth and masculine socialization, I propose a new division based on 

whether the characters hear and respond to the myth.  My categories will be: 1.) The 

Contingent Man: Heroes, Villains, and Subsystems; 2.) What We Have Here is a Failure 

to Communicate: (Mis) Communication and Men out of Step; 3.) Beyond Myth: The 

Road and the Limits of Language. 

 The lens through which I will read the novels is Niklas Luhmann’s Social Systems 

(first published in 1984 in Germany) which elucidated a theory developed concurrently 
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with a specific moment in Euro-American literary thought and philosophy. Science has 

made paradigmatic shifts in which “the timeless, machinelike universe of Newton was 

replaced by a ‘recursive universe’ in which disorder, non- linear complexity and 

unpredictability are the ‘rule’ (whereas order, simplicity, and unpredictability constitute 

the exception) and the collapse of the boundaries between observer and observed [in 

quantum mechanics] has stimulated the exploration of theoretical models capable of 

handling problems of self- reference” (xii). In addition, postmodern theory and criticism, 

as pointed out by Eva Knodt in her foreword, deconstructed the idea of the métarécit or 

grand narrative, resulting in an acknowledgement of the decentered complexity of the 

modern social system and its contingency (SS x). Like science, the worlds of literature 

and philosophy would need a theory that recognizes that the reason there is no grand 

narrative is because “there is no outside observer” and that, while universal, does not 

claim “an exclusive right to some ultimate, non-contingent truth,” but “account[s] for the 

self- implicative nature of its own observations: a general theory of social systems must 

deal with everything social, including itself…” (xiii emphasis in original). Social systems 

theory, as Knodt points out, focuses on “a specific problem—the problem of social 

complexity”  (xvii emphasis in original) and seeks to answer the question, “[h]ow is 

organized complexity possible” (xvii)? Such an observational viewpoint translates well 

into examining the complexity in a novel (particularly a ‘realistic’ novel) as 

representative of the ongoing complexity within a social system.  
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 Luhmann’s theory itself is presented as a framework for understanding 

complexity, or as a set of tools for observing reality.  The primary tool is that of 

distinction. Only with difference can complexity emerge.  Luhmann examines social 

systems as autopoietic or self-referential and self- replicating.  He borrows this concept 

from Maturana and Varela and their work with biological systems, along with the 

necessity of a distinction between system and environment. In addition he references 

Ludwig von Bertalanffy and his General Systems Theory. Bertalanffy posited a theory of 

open systems that would allow for a greater degree of complexity or negative entropy. 

Bertalanffy makes the connection between biological systems and other systems by 

stating that “every living organism is essentially an open system. It ma intains itself in a 

continuous inflow and outflow, a building up and breaking down of components” 

(Bertalanffy 39). For Niklas Luhmann, a communicative social system is also a living 

system which maintains itself through the threefold selection of communication; for 

utterance, information, and (misunderstanding).  

 Systems theory, whether in the social realm or in the realms of science and 

engineering is concerned with how complexity arises in a system and how systems, 

whether mechanical, social, or biological, can continue not only to function, but to grow, 

and organize themselves through complex, non- linear, and dynamic phenomena. As 

Rasch and Wolfe write, the models in systems theory offer great opportunities for 

postmodern scholarship because the theory calls into question “traditional scientific 

concepts of linear causality, determinism, and reductionism” (9) and replaced “(or at least 
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supplement[ed]) them with notions of circular causality, self-organization, indeterminacy, 

and the unpredictable emergence of order from disorder” (9).  For the literary critic, who 

is observing a novel already implicated in the social system, as well encapsulating a 

fictional representation of a social system, such a theory allows for the examination of the 

construction of the novel and its world and, at the same time, allows the novel to be an 

observational tool to study the construction of the social system in which the novel, the 

author, and the critic are all enmeshed.  

 According to Luhmann, a social system is a self-referential system. Other terms 

for a self- referential system are a self-organizing system, or from Chilean biologists 

Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, an autopoietic system (pg 88). The term 

autopoiesis is itself borrowed from biology.  Luhmann defines such systems as “systems 

that have the ability to establish relations with themselves and to differentiate those 

relations from relations with their environment” (SS 13). The beginning point for all 

analysis based on systems theory “must be the difference between system and 

environment” (SS 16 italics in original). A system without an environment and a 

difference between itself and that environment simply cannot exist. In addition, one must 

distinguish between the “environment of a system and systems in the environment of this 

system” (SS 17 italics in original). Systems are oriented to their own environments and 

no other system has complete determination over another. Because of the 

system/environment dependence “the environment of any system is given to it as a 

confusedly complex structure of reciprocal system/environment relations” (SS18), but 
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also as a unity for the system. Systems theory, because of this distinction between system 

and environment, cannot be considered as theory of wholes and parts. Instead the system 

differentiation is caused by the repetition of formation of systems within the systems 

themselves. Each subsystem can further develop other subsystems and become their 

environment (from some point of observation). The repetition of difference is what builds 

complexity in a self-referential system. As Luhmann points out, and this is very 

important for the study of social systems and their formation, “[t]he switch to the 

difference between systems and environment has profound consequences for 

understanding causality” (SS 19). For systems theorists, “the question is: From what 

perspective? System and environment constantly collaborate, producing every effect” (SS 

19), which is profoundly important in social systems that depend upon the 

communication efforts of psychic systems.  

  In social systems, the inflow and outflow between system and environment 

depends upon such communication. Niklas Luhmann defines communication as 

“limitation (placing oneself and the other within limits)” and “the system contains, as 

complexity, a surplus of possibilities, which it self-selectively reduces. This reduction is 

carried out through communicative processes” (SS 39).  Communication, therefore, is the 

property of self-referentiality that allows a system to set its limits on relations among 

elements constituting the system. As Luhmann points out: 

 Contrary to fundamental assumptions of the philosophical tradition, self-

reference (or ‘reflection’) is in no way a special property of thought or 
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consciousness, but rather a very general principle of system formation 

with particular consequences regarding evolution and the construction of 

complexity. The consequences that there are many ways of observing the 

world, according to which system-reference each is based on, should then 

be inevitable. Or, to rephrase it, evolution has led to a world that has very 

many different possibilities of observing itself without marking one of 

these possibilities as the best or only correct one. (ToD 156) 

Such a view of communication is very helpful in examining Cormac McCarthy’s work, 

where the story tellers may not be human, but are still capable of telling a story that could 

be heard if accepted. Observation, like self-reflection, is not limited to human cognition, 

but a part of the reproduction of communication.  Communication in the human social 

system uses the form of language for meaning (complexity) to emerge, but it can emerge 

in any difference system through the reproduction of “a temporal and dynamic sequence 

of processes” (Livingston 83). The differences between and among these processes is 

already also relation, a seeming paradox of  closure and openness. Boundaries are not 

simple limits in an autopoietic system, but “they also allow traffic that they channel and 

manage. But they do more than allow traffic: they create traffic by producing 

differentials between sides of boundaries,” and so creating a flow that had not been 

present before (Livingston 84). In creating traffic, the boundaries are themselves a type of 

flow because of the systems that they build. As Livingston points out, “closure 

[boundaries] is closely related to autonomy: an autopoietic system can be treated as a 
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sovereign agent” (84) and yet the traffic at the boundaries also means that the autonomy 

only exists because of a true dependence as well. The utterance of a story or any other 

communicative offering must be received (and accepted) by another to truly become 

communication because of this condition of autopoiesis.  

 Communication, in social systems terms, is “also an emergent reality, a self-

generated state of affairs. It comes about through the synthesis of three different 

selections, namely the selection of information, the selection of the utterance… of this 

information, and selective understanding or misunderstanding [(mis)understanding] of 

this utterance and its information” (ToD 157). There is no communication without all 

three of the pieces. If any appears alone, then, while it may be a communicative offering, 

it does not become communication. In these novels, there are numerous instances where 

attempts to communicate collapse in on themselves. For humans, communication 

depends primarily upon language (as part of our evolution). One’s perceptions are not 

communication itself.  Nor is communication simply about observing behavior (although 

one can certainly argue that there are gestural forms of language. A shrug of the 

shoulders can speak volumes), but only emerges when it is making itself heard or seen, or 

as Luhmann states, “only under discouragingly difficult conditions” (ToD 158). 

Therefore, whatever information is gathered must be uttered in some form, and then it 

must be either understood or misunderstood within the system, for “[u]nderstanding is 

never a mere duplication of the utterance in another consciousness, but is, rather, in the 

system of communication itself, a precondition for connection onto further 
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communication, thus a condition of the autopoiesis of the system” (ToD 159).  A receiver 

of the communication must understand the information (or misunderstand it) in order for 

it to be further communicated and then to reenter the system as a new utterance. There is 

no communication unless all three are present, and yet “they are also not building blocks 

of communication that can exist independently and need only be put together by 

someone” (ToD 160). Communication is the medium by which a social system organizes 

itself, and also a function of the complexity of the system. The threefold selection is 

necessary for autopoiesis because every complex system generates a number of 

possibilities or potential directions of development and selections of those possibilities 

must be made in order to continue to develop or evolve. Of course, the individual psychic 

system has no need to communicate in order to exist and develop complexity. As 

Luhmann makes clear in The Mind and Communication, the human mind (or one’s 

experience of a mind) “operates as an isolated autopoietic system. There is no conscious 

link between one’s mind and another” (ToD 170). The mind in itself is not a social 

system and “the mind cannot consciously communicate”  (ToD 170) but can only 

imagine itself communicating.  Human understanding of consciousness is not required for 

cognition in the system. According to the soc ial systems theory “cognition must be 

understood as the recursive processing of symbols (however they are materialized) in 

systems isolated by the condition of the connectability of their own operations(be they 

machines, in the sense of artificial intelligence; cells; brains, consciously operating 
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systems; or communications systems)” (ToD 170).  There is a difference between the 

system called the mind and the communicative system.  

 Perhaps the best way to describe the relation between individual psychic systems 

and the communication system in and of itself is Luhmann’s concept of interpenetration. 

The term ‘interpenetration’ is used in Luhmann’s theory to “indicate a specific way 

systems within a system’s environment contribute to system formation” (SS 213). In this 

conceptual framework, the mind and the social system are environments for one another. 

In systems theory, ‘penetration’ occurs “if a system makes its own complexity (and with it 

indeterminacy, contingency, and the pressure to select) available for constructing another 

system…interpenetration exists when this occurs reciprocally, that is, when both systems 

enable each other by introducing their own already-constituted complexity into each 

other” (SS 213). Each system reacts to the formation of the o ther, and “in a twofold way, 

internally and externally” (SS 213). Rather than one system determining the outcome for 

another, each system reacts to the other in ways that can be quite complex and even 

unpredictable. One essential feature of interpenetration, according to Luhmann is that 

each system is environment to the other, so “the complexity each system makes available 

is an incomprehensible complexity—that is disorder—for the receiving system. Thus one 

could say that psychic systems supply social systems with adequate disorder and vice 

versa” (SS 214). This is an important concept, because it is from the disorder of the 

environment (or the overwhelming number of possibilities) that selection becomes 

possible, and thus self-organization becomes possible. Disorder is, in communication 
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theoretical terms, ‘noise’ in the system and “[s]ocial systems come into being on the basis 

of the noise that psychic systems create in their attempts to communicate” (SS 214).  

Observation, for Luhmann, is merely the “management of a distinction” (SS 178) and as 

such, shifting the position of the observer also shifts the boundaries of the distinction. 

Luhmann, in analyzing self-observation within a communication system notes that 

“creating a description that reduces a social system to a connection between actions is a 

precondition of every observation that puts into play the difference between system and 

environment…this holds for internal and external observation equally” (SS 180). The risk 

in such distinctions is that they produce an observational blind spot in that “every 

difference becomes the center of the world, and precisely that makes the world 

necessary” (SS 208). The fact that the world is now observed in one form and that form 

now integrates all other selections “so that every difference can fit the others into its own 

system or environment” (SS 208). As Luhmann writes, we “cannot see what [we] cannot 

see” (ToD 129). To observe the blind spots is a particular function of the social system 

known as art, functioning as a second-order observer.  As such, symbolic art allows the 

observation of observations made within the narrative social system. Luhmann, in Art as 

a Social System provides this definition: “We shall term symbolic an art that seeks to 

render present, within the accessible world, what is inaccessible (unfamiliar, 

unobservable). Symbolic art is always concerned with the unity of a difference” (Art 

168), specifically the difference between system and environment.  
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 In opening up those blind spots and allowing the observation of the system on a 

small scale, the novel then reenters the social system and through the acceptance of it as 

communication (through the act of reading) becomes an utterance which the reader is free 

to interpret or (mis)understand.  As a communicative event it comes back into the system 

and forms part of the social system and how it constructs its reality.  Only then does the 

novel allow the reader to observe the otherwise unobservable blind spots in a social 

system. Art is referred to as a functional social system within the larger communication 

system of modern society and, as such, is part of the communication which makes the 

larger system possible. As Luhmann points out, in Art as a Social System, we must look 

at the “selective arrangement of artwork [including literary artwork] to be a condition for 

perceptible objects to become available to communication” (10).  As such, the 

communication of art, as with all communication, is a unity of the three-fold selection.  It 

is part of “ascertaining a ‘reality’ … based on the experience of a resistance in the system 

against itself—for example, in perception against perception, or in language against 

language—and not on a comprehensive impression of the world” (Art 10). Literature 

becomes a perfect form for that resistance. Employing both language and perception, the 

novelistic art couples hetero- and self-reference, or the distinction between utterance and 

information “under conditions that generate the possibility of understanding” (Art 11). 

Communication in this form is not more perfect because of the clarity of the language 

used and the ability to directly interpret them, but because, as in McCarthy’s writing, all 

“communication can tolerate and even produce vagueness, incompletion, ambiguity, 
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irony, and so forth, and it can place indeterminacies in ways that secure a certain usage” 

(Art 11). The indeterminacies and ambiguities are the point, because they play a 

significant role. Art is open to endless interpretation, and exposes the autopoiesis of the 

communication system as it opens up the “distinction between self-reference and hetero-

reference” (Art 11) requiring both in order to exist as art, entering the communication 

system. In fact, the “selective arrangement of the artwork” is “a condition for perceptible 

objects [the artwork] to become available to communication” (Art 10). To become 

communication the artwork must have some sort of arrangement and it must move 

beyond merely being perceived, and must be selected as information, which can be either 

understood or misunderstood as an utterance. This selection is to move beyond mere 

perception, even as “perception frames all communication” (15).  However, art, including 

the novelistic art, “makes possible a type of communication that, in the strict sense of the 

word, avoids language along with the routines involved in language use,” and “even 

when employing linguistic means, art engenders different effects” (Art 22).  Luhmann’s 

claim, and it is one that I think bears consideration with the forms of Cormac McCarthy’s 

novels, is that “the work of art is produced exclusively for the purpose of communication” 

(Art 22), and its success or failure depends upon the same rules that all communication 

must follow. Like all communication, the work of art depends upon a form that actualizes 

a distinction between an imaginary world, and the world that we normally perceive.  

When the form succeeds, “it is unpredictable and hence fulfills an indispensable 
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precondition for information… [it]engenders a fascination that turns into information by 

changing the state of the system” (Art 25).  

 The form of literary art is interesting because it uses words as a medium for 

communication that is not exclusively carried through language. The author is withdrawn 

from the text by the refusal to clarify his intentions, especially his intention to provide 

information. The text is to be taken as a given. For Luhmann, “the choice of words as a 

medium creates a compelling and unusually dense combination of self-reference and 

hetero-reference running through the entire text. Words carry…their ordinary meanings 

and this is why they refer to something other, not just themselves” (Art 26). At the same 

time, they are a part of a textual structure and they carry a special meaning within the 

text, which allows the text’s recursions and references and allow the text to become self-

referential.  Because of their inherent structure, in the literary arts, “[t]he unity of self-

reference and hetero-reference lies in the sensuous perceptibility of words” (26).  

Observing those words, however, and the structure of the novel are important because 

they force the observer/reader to infer “from this structure that the object could not have 

emerged spontaneously but owes its existence instead to the intent of conveying 

information” (Art 39). Communication is, as Cormac McCarthy might point out, there in 

the story. 

 Texts are important as part of the social system whether they are written 

narratives, oral stories, or works of art. The role of story in The Road shows even as the 

father and son try to navigate the world as “the good guys.” No critic can assume that 
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their reflection is the metareflection, because reflection always assumes different 

positions of observation and interpretration. Instead, the act of reading acknowledges that 

“[l]anguage also possesses a reality internal to itself; a reality composed of flows of 

sentences and phrases; an autonomous world that does not depend upon anything else” 

(Gamez 213). The act of reading/observing a text is one that requires a certain respect for 

the story, and the patience to allow the communications to unfold. Doing so allows the 

text to resonate with our own world and to make it “a resource for a more open future 

rather than a fixture of a closed past” (Livingston 162). The text also becomes a 

communicative event for understanding how systems structure themselves by 

communication and, as part of that communication, open up the blind spots inherent in 

the system’s construction of itself as well as the blind spots that we carry within 

ourselves about our role and place taken in the world through our own selections and 

understanding.  For a collection of novels like McCarthy (whose characters constantly 

refer to stories and tell stories), the story becomes a reproduction of communicative 

events as part of the interpenetration between the fictive social system and the characters 

within the novels. 

Men, Masculinity, and Myth in Cormac McCarthy’s Novels 

 McCarthy points out, through the construction of the novels, that communication 

is not simply a matter of the telling or the imparting of information. Instead, it requires 

that the communication is ‘rightly heard.’ How the story is understood and lived is as 

important as the story itself. Rather than destroying myth and building new myth, 
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McCarthy acknowledges and uses the mythological narratives and topoi that form a part 

of the Euro American culture, particularly the myths that inform and construct 

masculinity for men and for the social system. His characters make choices about how to 

hear the stories told, and how to enact the stories. The masculine myth told through 

various stories, and the ways in which the male characters understand them are the bases 

for all the novels and form relationships among the narratives that can be examined to see 

where they lead. McCarthy’s novels theorize and thematize on a number of levels, but 

they are principally epistemological investigations of the ways that stories function both 

in the formation of a social system and in the decisions and formation of individual 

psychic systems. He opens up his theory about language, social construction, and myth 

with the often repeated assertion in the novels that all stories are one story. This axiom 

echoes Joseph Campbell’s theory about myth that no matter which culture’s stories we 

hear “it will always be the one, shape-shifting yet marvelously constant story that we 

find, together with a challengingly persistent suggestion of more remaining to be 

experienced than will ever be known or told” (Campbell 3).  

 Cormac McCarthy is, above all a story teller, and his novels are stories within 

stories. Within the novelistic social system, there are initiates who take on the role of the 

“Wise Old Man of the myths and fairy tales whose words assist the hero through the trials 

and terrors of the weird adventure” (Campbell 9), although McCarthy initiates (as in the 

real world) are not always old, male, or, at first glance, particularly wise. There are also 

the goddess figures and other archetypal instances that conform to the sort of ambient 
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fairy tale story that Joseph Campbell refers to as a ‘monomyth’.  That the novels appear 

to be so very different and the outcomes so very uncertain results from McCarthy writing 

a systemic tale of communication, where the threefold selection is in play. The characters 

within the book have to receive the communicative offerings of stories as valid 

utterances, they have to accept that information is included in the stories, and they then 

select how the story will be understood. In addition, the reader is free to select for 

whether the story is ‘rightly’ heard or not.  The intertextuality of the works allows a 

reader to see numerous narratives operating in relation to one another, especially in the 

use of mythological elements which function as the basis of each novel, but that do not 

necessarily end in a resolution as required by myth. McCarthy is often read as 

“mythoclastic” by critics such as John Cant (following Gunn), and he is, if only by his 

relentless application of myth to a modern and relentlessly realistic landscape. However, 

the truth is less clear cut than that assessment would allow. McCarthy’s novels are about, 

among other things, the persistence of myth and its ability to both describe and form the 

way that social systems are formed and function and how the formation of social 

systemic boundaries is implicated in the individual psyche and observation of the social 

system.  He often seems to undercut myths of romance, which Northrop Frye identifies as 

a way to structure a culture, specifically the romance structure of the hero, working for or 

against destiny in a quest to recover his true identity and to gain honor. However, part of 

the reason that the novels undercut that myth is because they are strong representations of 

the role of narrative in the formation of a social system, or as Ira Livingston puts it, the 
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“ongoing sea change in the relations among ways of knowing and engaging the world, in 

the discursive ecology” (Livingston 1). McCarthy’s novels, like science fiction novels for 

Livingston, are epistemological discourse and explorations about how epistemologies are 

formed and reinforced in social systems.  As John Cant points out, “[i]f ‘All is telling’ 

this is because man lives by telling stories and hearing the stories of others…He 

witnesses and is witnessed. Thus is created the infinite matrix of human language history 

and narrative” (7).  This matrix is the bas ic premise of the mythology that Joseph 

Campbell both analyzes and promotes, and it is also the basic construct of a theory about 

how people in a social system, particularly men, find themselves, follow their roles and 

become well-adjusted powerful members of the social system.  McCarthy works with that 

already extant structure in a modern American landscape and culture that is full of 

American retellings of and examples of the monomyth.  Cant asserts that “McCarthy 

seeks to deconstruct as a destructive lie” the narratives of “the American story, the 

American pastoral and Western myth” (7). However, McCarthy is not simply asserting 

that the stories are either lies or the truth. Instead, the stories become a communicative 

event that offers possibilities for the interpenetration of human psychic systems, which 

reveals that “increases in complexity of social systems (and society is the most complex, 

because it includes all others within it) change relationships of interpenetration, diversify 

them, and bind them less immediately back to their own ‘natural’ course” (SS 254). 

Interpenetration means that the results of mythological ‘instruction’ are manifold, 

complex, and unpredictable, and they cannot be reduced to simple binaries of lies/truth.  
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Campbell says that in modern terms, “it is not society that is to guide and save the 

creative hero, but precisely the reverse. And so every one of us shares the supreme 

ordeal—carries the cross of the redeemer—not in the bright moments of his tribe’s great 

victories, but in the silence of his personal despair” (391). For him it is a tragic loss, a 

moment in which the social unit is no longer able to educate and form the heroic man, for 

the “long- inherited and timeless universe of symbols has collapsed” (Campbell 387) and 

all the gods are dead.  McCarthy’s work is often read through this lens, as a lament for 

lost American mythic manhood. Part of the preoccupation with the American myth and 

McCarthy’s novels is the geographic settings of the works. They are set in the South, and 

in the West, two American regions that have long been the imaginative repositories of 

American masculinity, movement, and romantic exceptionalism. Some of the 

intertextuality is due to the regional settings, some is in recurring themes or characters 

(although they might have different names), some is due to literary allusions, and a great 

deal from the descriptive and evocative language that McCarthy himself employs. All the 

novels functions together as one story of manhood, and are united by their differences, by 

the contingency of stories and their hearing.   

  This examination of McCarthy’s works will not be the first to try to follow the 

connections and themes that hold McCarthy’s work together.  For example, Luce’s 

excellent study of McCarthy’s Southern works, Reading the World: Cormac McCarthy’s 

Tennessee Period, makes a very persuasive argument for the Gothic elements in 

McCarthy’s early novels and Blood Meridian. John Cant makes a strong argument for the 
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Oedipal elements in the novels.  McCarthy seems, with his references to the unity of all 

stories, to almost beg for the reader/critic to link all of the novels despite (or because of) 

all the different stylistic elements, intertextuality, settings, characters, and themes.  

However, what makes this study different is that I am not looking at the novels as the 

works of Cormac McCarthy, per se. Instead I am interested in the way that his novels 

present the development of social systems and subsystems in narrative form, as a 

microcosmic observation. I am looking at the narratives as works of literary art, fulfilling 

the functions of all art, to allow the observation of the unobservable. In doing so, I ask, as 

Landgraf prescribes, “how the literary perspective creates its own reality vis-à-vis 

society” (57) and how the literary reality both constitutes and reflects the communicative 

construction of the social system. Cormac McCarthy’s novels fit the interests of this 

study because, while there are ten novels, there is only one story, that of the hero that 

Joseph Campbell, following Freud and Jung, elucidated as the model and the path for the 

healthy man. McCarthy’s novels form a truly postmodern critique of critique in that they 

neither support nor undermine the grand narrative. Instead, the novels show that both the 

so-called métarécit and the smaller individual narratives at the margin both exist and are 

both necessary in establishing and maintaining the autopoiesis of communication in a 

social system. The psychic system and the social system, with all its subsystems, are 

interpenetrating environments of one another and provide the difference that is 

communication. However, the form that the social system will take is entirely contingent 

on the threefold selection for communication, whether it is the selection within the social 
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system (or one of its subsystems) or the selections made by the cognitive actions of 

psychic systems. In the end, the métarécit (in this case, the monomyth of masculinity in 

the American system) may indeed be a part of the social system’s search for control, it is 

not a perfect machine, but simply one of the many interpenetrating strands of 

communication constituting the system itself.  

   In narratives that follow so many possibilities for the hearing and understanding 

of myth, these novels both illustrate and participate in the contingent nature of 

communication in the formation of systems and deconstructs the myth of the modern 

American male not as a monolithic reality but as a “multiplicity of incongruent realities” 

(87). As Deleuze and Guattari might say, the myth is multiple. The hero has many more 

than a thousand faces. 
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CHAPTER 2: CONTINGENT M EN: VILLAINOUS HEROES, HEROIC VILLAINS, AND SOCIAL 

SUBSYSTEMS 

 

 
 Many of Cormac McCarthy’s novels deal with a particularly American form of 

the hero myth. As Roger Horrocks notes, the myth is most fully realized in the American 

Western, but thematically grounds a good many American novels, and it does cross the 

entire McCarthy oeuvre, whether the novels are set in the south or the west itself.  As 

Sara Spurgeon has noted, the American myth is a product of the collision of “both the 

European and native worlds” (5) and their combination on the various American 

frontiers. They are hybridized and include each new frontier meeting place in their mix. 

These are particularly masculine myths, carried across the history of the United States 

from the founding of the colonies, across the south and the west as the country expanded. 

Although Campbell mentions that gender does not matter (383), his works are, for the 

most part, about men and their roles in society, and the psychoanalytic school certainly 

focuses on phallic symbology and roles. Political and geographical expansion, war, and 

heroism are, as Geraldine Heng points out, intimately connected with the male body and 

the masculine role in nation building, where “[male] bodies [are] instrumentalized as the 

ground of public and political confrontation”  (Heng 161). The pressures of national and 

political power lead to societal boundaries that define the gender roles for both men and 

women, but which are mostly concerned with masculinity in the public sphere.  
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 Roger Horrocks, a theorist and therapist concerned with issues of identity for men 

and women in both Europe and the United States, explores the mythology and the role of 

the myth in the formation of men’s selves. In Male Myths and Icons, he writes that 

masculine roles in Euro-American society can be seen as “derived from the demands of 

patriarchy” (14) fulfilling the roles that a patriarchal society needs them to perform (such 

as exploration, warfare, difficult and demanding physical tasks, and the ability to protect 

and lead a family). The male myth and male performance is intimately intertwined with 

the national myth of American exceptionalism. Although John Cant says that McCarthy’s 

works depict “the failure of the ‘grand narrative’ of American Exceptionalism”  (Cant 5), 

clearly, many men in the novels do believe in rugged individualism and often express, 

through their very groundedness in American regionalism, as expressed in the 

recognizably Southern and Southwestern dialects, work, and landscapes, a belief in their 

own and the national exceptionalism. The kid in Blood Meridian is signed up with 

Captain White to “whip up on the Mexicans”  (BM 29), even though the war is over, 

because “Hell, there is no God in Mexico. Never will be. We are dealing with a people 

manifestly incapable of governing themselves” (BM 34). The kid does not necessarily 

buy the sentiment because he “aint lost nothing down there” (BM 29), but he is interested 

in the capital gains to be made.  Blood Meridian is a novel of manifest destiny writ large, 

of course, but one can find the sentiments even in McCarthy’s semi-pastoral first novel. 

Marion Sylder, in The Orchard Keeper, drives a series of American made cars, all of 

them, like his Ford; “brand new” as well as “glistening black” (TOK 13). His work as a 
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moonshiner allows him independence and the freedom to wear expensive clothes and 

even to throw away socks rather than washing them.  The kid, arguably the most destitute 

of the characters, joins Glanton’s scalp hunters, who are being paid by the scalp, after the 

Comanches wipe out Captain White and most of his troops. Economic power, military 

power, and masculinity are all implicated in the myth, as they have been since the time of 

the Greeks, but in the peculiarly American version, economic freedom and capitalism 

overshadows even the military might of the United States as the essential tool of nation-

building. In all other ways, the older masculine myths still hold as the story American 

men are told and tell themselves. In McCarthy, who is a mythical hero or a base villain 

depends on any number of contingencies, including readers’ expectations.  In Blood 

Meridian, I examine the judge and the kid because they can easily be read as one 

character at different stages of the journey and life, each incomplete without the other. I 

also link the two novels, The Orchard Keeper and No Country for Old Men because they 

are the same story retold, about the male family, the feminization of age and boyhood, 

and the necessity for new men capable of change. Finally, Outer Dark and All the Pretty 

Horses also share a narrative theme, of fate, exploitation, and the escape from feminine 

control. The levels of narrative embedding render the novelistic worlds complex enough 

to raise questions of understanding (the ‘hearing’ of the story) and the role of language 

and story as communicative offerings within the social system in which we all reside and 

to which the novels ‘reenter’ as communicative offerings themselves.  
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 Joseph Campbell defines the role of myth in society as the integration of the 

individual into society. He writes that “the totality—the fullness of man—is not in the 

separate member, but in the body of the society as a whole; the individual can be only an 

organ. From his group he has derived the techniques of life, the language in which he 

thinks, the ideas on which he thrives;” (Campbell 383). Such an individual cannot exist 

outside of society and society forms him, so that he cannot break the connection. He 

would only, according to Campbell’s view, harm himself.  The striving of  man, in such a 

mythological view, is to “embrace the form of the super- individual” (383) and so be 

supported in the appropriateness of his role in the social world.  For theorists such as 

Campbell, the social is a structure which is always preexisting and the ability to integrate 

oneself into the social structure is the determinant of mental and emotional health. His 

archetypal structures are the same as those found in Freud, Jung, and Lacan, teaching the 

man how, as Campbell writes, how “to be” (384) as an organ of society. Someone who 

cannot fulfill the archetypal roles at their proper stages of life is not fully realized. 

Spurgeon reaffirms this view of myth, writing that “myths  are what we wish history had 

been—a compressed, simplified, sometimes outright false vision of the past but a vision 

intended to serve a specific purpose in the present, and, just as importantly, to bequeath a 

specific shape to the future” (ETW 3). However, such a worldview does not adequately 

explicate the variations among individuals or why society would require such rigid 

structures. Somehow society must differentiate between heroes and villains, those who 

fulfill their proper roles and those who do not. The prevailing view of myth seems to 
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assume that the man who fulfills his role and takes his proper place in a society would be 

seen as morally good and therefore heroic.  

  Luhmann’s social systems theory, however, problematizes the binary of 

hero/villain, since such judgments are contingent upon the interpenetration of social 

subsystems and individuals within the larger social system (in this case the United States 

social system).  For Luhmann, such binaries are simply a way that social systems reduce 

complexity by differentiating between system and environment. The environment is 

always inherently more complex than the system, and “[d] ifference in relative degree of 

complexity is the foundation in reality that gives the difference between system and 

environment a chance to succeed” (SS 183). The difference both articulates and creates 

the system itself with the “the difference between system and environment as an orienting 

structure” (SS 184). In other words, the system sees what is within the system as itself 

and what is without the system as environment.  Sometimes this form of differentiation 

might be as morality, as the system can “condition its internal complexity and 

environmental complexity by a schema of friend and foe” (SS 183) or the good guys and 

bad guys. Morality, defined sociologically by Luhmann, becomes “the totality of the 

conditions for deciding the bestowal of esteem or disdain within the system” (SS 236).  

Consensus is not assumed or necessary; instead the moral weight comes from 

conditioning of the members of a system or subsystem through feedback that signals back 

esteem or its loss for behaviors (SS 236). It is not a dualistic system or right or wrong, but 

is a “symbolic generalization” (SS 235) that reduces complexity “through the binary 
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schematism esteem/disdain” (SS 236 italics in original). Morality in this contingent 

framework, then, depends upon socialization and it is contingent upon what is acceptable 

or unacceptable within the social system. Acceptable or unacceptable behaviors can be 

generalized, but, in reality, they are slippery categories and what behavior is acceptable 

can also depend on whether the person is acceptable.   

 In a work of literature, the contingency depends on the moral conditioning of the 

characters within their narrative social system, but, often, it also depends upon the 

conditioning of the readers to either accept or reject the offering of a character in the 

book as either hero or villain. Many of the major characters who play the role of heroes 

and/or villains in Cormac McCarthy’s novels show the uncertainty of how those men 

hear the male myth and interpret it. Their ‘heroism’ or ‘villainy’ depends upon the 

emerging social subsystems which interpenetrate the American system and with which 

they (the men themselves) are also interpenetrating. Such an interpenetration also can 

explain why the moral ‘law’ can be so seemingly fluid, accommodating the revenge 

culture of a Beowulf, the bloody-mindedness of an Achilles, and the ‘mindless violence’ 

of Billy the kid in the Euro-American culture, even accepting violence in such 

supposedly ‘Christian’ characters as Lancelot or Percival.  

 Joseph Campbell’s generally accep ted view of the hero theorizes that there are 

certain commonalities to all heroes, whatever their culture or time period. He holds that 

heroes are men who have fulfilled certain requirements, no matter they might be masked 

within their geographical, religious, or historical culture. These steps comprise the hero’s 
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journey and, according to Campbell, must be completed for a man to fulfill his proper 

place and be a full and healthy human being. He must go on a quest, or some kind of 

adventure that reveals the world and himself. Within the quest, he must be tested and 

acquire helpers, and then return from his journey to “the kingdom of dread” (Campbell 

246) with an elixir that restores the world. Campbell equates these mythical journeys with 

real steps in the growth and maturity of a (usually male) human being. The men that I 

focus on in this chapter are constantly on the move, confronted with dreaded and dreadful 

evils, and assisted along their ways by dangerous characters, sidekicks, and storytellers. 

They all return in some way to the life they have before, but heir realistic stories preclude 

a boon that would restore the life of the world, instead settling (as many mythic stories 

do) for a finding of their real identity and place in the world.  

  These novels are utterances about characters that fulfill the requirements for 

heroes, whether one goes by Campbell’s definition of the myth, Frye’s romantic heroes, 

Heng’s medieval knights, or deploys Roger Horrocks’ lens of mythic masculinity. They 

are physical prodigies of mysterious origin who go on quests and return, but their ability 

to restore the world or even themselves is contingent on a number of things, including 

whether they are read as good or bad men. The plots that the novels employ are fairly 

straightforward romance plots which have been deployed in Euro-American literature for, 

often, thousands of years, and they resonate with religious and political themes as well. 

Use of such plots enables several layers of narrative embedding which accomplish the 

self-reference of literature within the social system of art as well as the greater United 
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States social system as well. The novels’ plots function as boundaries within the narrative 

subsystems, while also referencing their role in framing the historical subsystems that the 

narratives represent as well as the literary subgenre (southern gothic, western, etc.) in 

which the novels are generally placed. In addition, they add another level of complexity 

within the oeuvre itself by making the novels recursive as they reflect back on earlier 

versions of themselves and they implicate the readers’ own expectations for narrative and 

story that are framed by the conventional plots.  The narrative system reproduces an 

artistic representation of the way that in a communication system , “a process emerges” 

(Clarke 214) from the interpenetration of systems and environment and becomes 

available as an “element of literary communication” (Clarke 214) in the text itself, 

allowing a representation of the contingency of concepts. The construction of the 

meaning system within the story world, as in the social system itself, depends on the 

participation in the threefold selection for communication.   

 Operating as art within the social systems, the novels, just as all literary art,  draw 

the reader into a world realistic enough that “the frame both appears and disappears” 

(Clarke 107), operationally closing the story world, while allowing interpenetration of 

that world with the reader and the ‘real’. The distinction which forms these story worlds 

around old and well-known narratives for manhood reminds the reader of the distinctions 

that always are already made and structuring the social system, while paradoxically 

keeping open the contingency of other distinctions for understanding the utterance of the 

story.  McCarthy’s novels open up for observation the normally unobservable formation 
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of what Luhmann terms “meaning-constituted boundaries” which are “then elements of 

which a system is composed and which it reproduces to the system” (SS 195).  Novels, 

poems, and other linguistic structures work because, in their very structure, they make 

visible the fact that “every communication in a social system…employs the 

system/environment difference and thereby contributes to determining or changing the 

system’s boundaries. Conversely, representations of boundaries serve to order the 

constitution of elements; they make it possible to assess which elements form in the 

system and which communications can be risked” (SS 195). Heroes and villains are 

constituted within the system by the communications about their exploits within a 

system. Heroism/villainy is just one among many schemas for acceptable behavior, and 

which side of the schema any particular action or person fall is contingent, depending 

upon the social construction of boundary values.  In these novels the reader is allowed to 

observe the complexity of the American South and Southwest criminal systems.  As 

Luhmann writes,  “a system may schematize the use of another system’s complexity as 

friendly/unfriendly…conforming/deviant… or however it wants” (SS 233). One value 

that dictates the role of a particular man is the whether the social system marks him as 

acceptable or unacceptable in himself.  

 Criminality, Masculinity, and the Contingency of History in The Orchard 

Keeper and No Country for Old Men  

 No Country for Old Men and The Orchard Keeper both feature strong masculine 

figures who work somewhere outside the set law of each narrative subsystem. Marion 
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Sylder, the central figure in The Orchard Keeper, is a whiskey runner in the 1930s and 

‘40s who is compared by one critic to Francis Marion, immortalized in American lore, 

literature, and Disney movies, as The Swamp Fox (Luce 50). Marion was an outlaw to 

the British in the American Revolution and he “harassed the British from his position of 

greater familiarity with the wilderness of South Carolina” (Luce 50). He forms a part of 

the Euro-American tradition of the romantic bad man, the heroic outlaw like Robin Hood, 

or, in many parts of the south and the Midwest, Jesse and Frank James.  As Luce points 

out, the line between “conscientious resister and true outlaw” (50) can be very fine and 

difficult to negotiate. In Luhmannian terms, the boundary is the communication within 

the system (in this case, communication about who is and is not a hero) and it can change 

as communications emerge within the social system. Chigurh, a hired killer for the drug 

cartels, is a frightening and villainous figure partly because he and the drug culture he is a 

part of present a challenge to the United States myth of progress and superiority. 

American Westerns, like all tales of chivalry and conquest traditionally are told from the 

point of view of the victor, not the vanquished.  However, Chigurh’s role at the border 

changes the romance in a way which puts the sheriff hero at a disadvantage and the 

United States, at least at the borders, in danger of becoming the losers. The narrative 

becomes a representation of the anxieties which arise when the traditional victors are in 

real danger of becoming the Other. As is true for many characters in the borderlands, his 

role shifts depending upon which social subsystem is telling the story. For the cartel, 

which like many gangs and organized criminal organizations, has a hierarchical structure 
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explicitly based on honor and performance of masculine duties, Chigurh is a hero. In his 

own eyes he is a loyal soldier who has been wronged and who must regain his honor. In 

the larger social system outside the narrative, narcocorridos celebrate the masculinity and 

strength of cartel leaders and soldiers and attract young men to this lucrative and risky 

outlaw lifestyle.  However, for Sheriff Bell and the law and order subsystem that he 

represents, Chigurh is a threat, a challenge, and in a full expression of systemic boundary 

setting, evil. Sheriff Bell realizes that “[s]omewhere out there is a true and living prophet 

of destruction and I dont want to confront him” (4). Chigurh’s overwhelming ly masculine 

presence and his prowess as a killer mark him as a type of knight, an Arthurian figure 

who is destined to be a king, or, in this case, a kingpin. His character, within the narrative 

social system, is a revelation of contingency in the system; the world in Sheriff Bell’s 

little corner of the west could become and is becoming something different.  

 Both of these stories have a stereotypical plot seen over and over again in 

American Westerns, but also carrying through from earlier knights’ tales, the theme of 

male relationship as opposed to relationship with women and their world.  This 

homosocial relationship is more explicit in the sweet and gentle mentorship of Sylder 

with John Wesley, but both contain what Roger Horrocks designates “a prime set of male 

images: the broken man, the professional killer, the professional lawman” (Horrocks 63).  

In addition, this relationship is deeply tinged with a type of pastoral nostalgia. As 

Horrocks writes “there is a dislike of urban values in the western which is hopelessly 

romantic: the western hero helps to set up towns, but hates them for their constrictiveness 
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and small-mindedness…One of the implicit themes in westerns is ‘Paradise Lost’” 

(Horrocks 61). Both of the novels feature hunting scenes and many references to a more 

peaceful rural existence in the past.  There is a sense of ruin coming for their idyllic 

backwaters. The railroad that Arthur Ownby helps construct in The Orchard Keeper 

signals the end of Red Branch’s isolation, but the rural south had been encroached upon 

steadily since the Civil War, when the northern states’ industrial desires and might had 

trumped the agrarian lifestyle so prized by southerners.  Dianne Luce writes of Arthur 

Ownby’s longing for a more rural past of unspoiled nature and his escape to the Harrykin 

as the symbol the “the wilderness, in a Kolodnian sense, wraps him in her protective 

embrace, promising him shelter from the persecutions of civil institutions” (Luce 42).  

Other critics have also examined the pastoral or anti-pastoral themes of the novel. I am 

concerned less with the pastoral in itself than with its role in this novel as a symbol of 

nostalgia that elides the very real violence, poverty, and criminality of the rural south in 

the latter nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth centuries.  McCarthy exposes the reality 

even as he preserves some of the pastoral language and imagery.  

 In contrast, No Country for Old Men is less concerned with the natural world and 

the landscape than any of McCarthy’s novels; however, nostalgia for a simpler past 

surfaces in Sheriff Bell’s monologues, his dreams and memories, and the discussions 

with Uncle Ellis. He and his wife have horses and ride often, they choose a rural 

existence over work in other, more urban, areas, and enjoy a wor ld where Bell’s 

problems are mostly little old ladies that worry about their cats being stuck in trees.  The 
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sheriff’s work is occasionally hazardous, but not usually so, and it hearkens back to 

another time, when “some of the old time sheriffs wouldnt even carry a firearm” 

(NCFOM 63).  In this idyllic state, the sheriff has “pretty much the same authority as 

God” (NCFOM 64) and the good people need very little governing. Both Moss and Bell 

exhibit a “dislike of urban values” (Horrocks 61) that corresponds with the Euro-

American form of the masculine myth. Llewellyn Moss goes out hunting, just as the men 

in The Orchard Keeper do, and like them, he is relatively unsuccessful. The narratives 

that Bell relates in his memories echo with the same tinge of regret and fear as Uncle 

Ather’s memories, and Moss’s desire for money echoes Marion Sylder’s fast cars. In 

each case, the fear of the loss of some remembered, or imagined, past is accompanied by 

an anxiety about lost manhood. 

 Each of the novels illustrates some of the social requirements that are 

communicated to men.  All the men in the novels have a need to be accepted by other 

men, and honor revolves around how a man appears to other men. Even Chigurh, who 

appears to be the most disconnected of men, is anxious to justify himself to Wells and to 

the old man that he menaces into flipping a coin for his life. His discussion with Carla 

Jean about her death is a justification aimed more at her now-dead husband. John Cant 

writes that “Chigurh chooses to meet his victims face to face whenever he can, to engage 

with them in a discourse of life and death” (Cant 248), but the discourses are also over 

honorable and manly behavior, as when he tells Carla Jean that “I gave my word” (255) 

to her husband that she would die if he did not turn over the drug money. Carla Jean 
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challenges him that he does not owe anything to a dead person, but Chigurh, as full of 

honor and principle as any knight, reminds her: “My word is not dead… Your husband, 

you may be distressed to learn, had the opportunity to remove you from harm’s way and 

he chose not to” (NCFOM 257).  The words sound ludicrous, but they sum up a sense of 

honor and right that survives in the revenge culture of the drug cartels at the border, and 

is as old as the need to limit revenge to an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth in the 

Old Testament. The same culture survives in the Appalachia that appears in The Orchard 

Keeper. Mrs. Rattner tells her son that “you’re gonna hunt him out. When you’re old 

enough. Goin to find the man that took away you daddy…you swear it boy” (TOK 67) 

and she abjures him to “never forgit” (TOK 67).  Socialization into the ways of the world 

is carried out through both story-telling and ritual expectation. Revenge culture is one 

example of communication making demands on the individual and formalizing 

expectations for behavior in both novels. Ritual expectations like hunting season, loss of 

virginity, and defense of honor also form the world in which the men are socialized.  The 

sense of time passing and hitting the ritual marks expected in a man’s life is made explicit 

in the title of No Country for Old Men, and in the poem to which it alludes. Sheriff Bell, 

in his monologues, is sure that “An aged man is but a paltry thing,/A tattered coat upon a 

stick” (Yeats) and his acceptance of his age is one of the themes of the novel. In The 

Orchard Keeper, time is a more subtle theme, as McCarthy keeps the time contexts 

ambiguous and confusing, but the three central characters represent three states of life, 
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and the boy “was pushing time now and he could feel it give” (TOK 65). He is anxiously 

waiting for the time when he is a man and free from the feminine influence of his mother.  

 As Luhmann points out, “socialization comes about simply by living in a social 

context and does not require special attention. It presupposes participation in 

communication, especially the possibility of reading the behavior of others not as mere 

fact but as information…about realizing a relation to social norms concerning what is 

appropriate in a situation” (SS 205). Socialization for John Wesley involves examining 

the behavior of the boys and men in his life, but also in the very information that is in the 

air around him.   The Crystal Theater in 1941 offers Westerns and the “sounds of hooves 

and gunfire issued onto the street” (TOK 83). At snowfall in Red Branch there are 

“young boys with shotguns and rifles buying shells not by the box but by fours and sixes” 

and John Wesley and his friends proudly show off a rabbit that they killed (TOK 142). 

Hunting is the traditional purview of the male and one of the activities that aids in 

homosocial bonding. The predatory nature of life for men in both social contexts comes 

through in various ways, not the least of which is the hunting of other men. A number of 

critics, including John Cant, see Chigurh as predatory, cold, and soulless, and Sylder 

considers Kenneth Rattner a presentiment of evil (TOK 33), but they are by no means the 

only predators in these novels. In fact predatory behavior abounds, though the other 

characters find more socially acceptable ways than Chirgurh and Rattner to fulfill it. One 

of the differences between heroes and villains lies in what their particular social 

subsystems find acceptable and view as necessary for the fulfillment of manhood, as 
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“[t]he esteem of other human beings thus becomes an anchorage of requirements for 

social order…vary[ing] what is signaled back to the other as a condition of its esteem or 

its loss” (SS 236),  As we saw earlier, the boys in The Orchard Keeper feel the need to 

show off their rabbits, so that others can acknowledge their hunting ability. In addition, 

there is the expectation of sexual prowess.  The churchyard scene in The Orchard Keeper 

neatly encapsulates both hunting and sex. Sylder and his friend June Tipton circle 

through the mountains to “rescue” a group of girls who have been dumped by someone 

else for them. After frightening them by driving too fast on the road (one girl is so scared 

that she urinates on herself), they pretend to run out of gas and take the opportunity to 

have sex. The girls are socialized to accept these attentions, one even telling June that 

“[he] was the nicest boy ever needled her” (TOC 21). June is ridiculed by Sylder because 

he acquiesces to his ‘partner’ when she requests that they have sex in the outhouse.   The 

girls are simply prey. No names are exchanged or even expected. In much the same way, 

Moss in No Country for Old Men exercises a powerful attraction over younger women 

without any consideration for them. He even picks up a young female hitchhiker as he is 

on the run, leading her to her death, because he would not have her consider him a 

coward or unable to protect her.  Of course, outside of hunting and intercourse, the o ther 

socially acceptable mode of socialization esteemed by predatory males is in the ritual 

bloodletting of war.     

 Each of the narratives alludes to warfare. In addition to the surface stories, both of 

which describe the warfare across boundaries of the law, each of the narrative places is 
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embedded in its own history of warfare and imperialism. According to Geraldine Heng, 

the traditional role of the romance, the type of literature so deeply rooted in southern and 

western culture, is to surface history (Heng 45). Interpenetrating with both the current 

events and the history of a place, romance, according to Heng “freely cannibalizes from 

extant cultural material—from bodies of older texts, floating metaphors and motifs, bits 

of tales, legends, superstitions, mere hints and guesses—and organizes its hybrid matter 

into a pattern and a structure that it instantiates at a particular moment” (Heng 46). In 

each of these novels, the surfaced narrative is the national anxiety about war and 

returning warriors. War is a constant in the Euro-American male experience and the 

return of a warrior is often a painful reminder both for him and for the society around 

him, of the cost of war. War stories travel with the men, but in many cases, because 

performance of masculinity requires silence about pain, and because the trauma can be 

overwhelming the stories are not told explicitly, but instead are romanticized into tales of 

heroism and exploits.  Llewellyn Moss’s manhood depends, to a great extent, on his view 

of himself as a warrior.  When he meets Colonel Wells in the hospital room, he protects 

himself from fear by ridiculing Moss’s service in Vietnam, calling his rank of lieutenant 

colonel “bullshit” (NCFOM 156) and saying that their shared service does not make them 

buddies. Wells, for his part, responds to a question about his fear of Chigurh with “Wary 

is the word I’d use” (156) negating his fear of Chigurh’s skills and ruthlessness. While all 

of the main characters in The Orchard Keeper, the South is still haunted by a history of 
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warfare on its own soil, and the expectations for manhood are carried through that history 

and that trauma, emerging in stoicism, strength, revenge, and violence.  

 Romance rewrites trauma and warfare into a story that can be assimilated and 

handled by the social system. Rather than writing either memory or forgetting of events, 

the story allows “transformation through the strategic entrance and manipulation of 

difference…historical trauma here has not been buried so much as it has been 

metastasized and re-formed in order that it might be made harmless by being remembered 

differently” (Heng 45 italics in original). Such is the case with the idea of the pastoral and 

harmless south.  However, for the white southerners, who felt oppressed by the Civil War 

and neglected after World War I, the experience of war may not match what they 

expected from their mythology. Instead of being victors who have triumphed heroically 

over their enemies, they are betrayed and emasculated by their own country.  

  Images of emasculation abound in The Orchard Keeper, including the fear of 

women that both Uncle Ather and  John Wesley exhibit as young boys, the wound in 

Ather’s thigh “to where a man surely oughtn’t to be hit” (TOK 92),  the “blind men and 

amputees” (TOK 82) in the Knoxville market. Even Marion Sylder’s partially amputated 

big toe is a literary partial castration.  All of this evinces what Judith Butler might term 

“precarity” a sense of the absolute vulnerability of the human existence. The body is “a 

social phenomenon; it is exposed to others, vulnerable by definition” (Butler 33).  The 

psychic system is not bound by the body, because the “difference between system and 

environment is mediate exclusively by meaning-constituted boundaries” (SS 194, italics 
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in original). However the psychic system can, according to Luhmann, “see its boundaries 

as the body wherein it lives and dies” (SS 194), and assign that body the significance of 

“I”.  The body is a territory and capable of violation. Interpenetrated with the social 

system, body is a site of (and means of) communication,  not “a mere surface on which 

social meanings are inscribed, but that which suffers, enjoys, and responds to the 

exteriority of the world” (Butler 33) or the utterances around it.  Loss is the 

communicative utterance of  the violated bodies in these novels.  The loss, however, is 

unverbalized, repressed. Its utterance emerges in behaviors of anger and aggression 

toward the government and authority such as Marion Sylder’s whiskey running; the 

constant evasion of the authorities; and Ather’s attack on a government tank. Because the 

loss and fear is unspoken, and to some extent, denied, John Wesley receives the 

socialization of the aggression, but does not have a possibility, at least as a child, to 

understand the loss behind it or to interpret it in any other way but as a proper path to 

adult manhood.  The communication that is offered is unspoken; so, it is disregarded as 

information by John Wesley and thus becomes unavailable for other possibilities of 

understanding.  Communication is effectively ended and no autopoeiesis in that direction 

is possible. For the boy, this is simply the way men are.  

 Readers can most easily observe communication and its where borders and 

boundaries are acknowledged in a literary work, allowing them an observational distance 

from each side of the border. The southwestern United States, at the border with Mexico, 

has a complex relationship with the greater United States as both aggressor and victim. 
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The violence happening with Chigurh is not as new as Sheriff Bell relates it to the reader. 

Instead, the history of the border is one of constant cultural struggle, exchange, and 

violence (Hendricks 5). The sheriff’s own family has struggled with their roles as honest 

lawmen, seen as heroes by their neighbors and also heroic in their traditional roles in the 

western mythos.  Bell’s grandfather and father both died at the hands of criminals, one 

shot down on his own front porch. Warfare is not unspeakable in this novel and is only 

silent when Chigurh employs his air hammer. In fact, warring gangs, shootouts, and 

murders are the normal fare in the newspapers (so much so that Bell’s wife won’t read 

them) and Bell’s monologues reveal his own inner struggles with his role and the battle 

against crime. In addition, Bell, Llewellyn Moss, and Wells the hired gun have all served 

in war, Bell in World War II, and the others in Vietnam.  Chigurh, whose discussion with 

Wells seems to have a history, was probably in Vietnam with him, perhaps as part of the 

same squad. 

  Socialized in much the same way as the men in The Orchard Keeper, Bell and 

Moss also have much the same experiences in war. Bell has a medal he does not believe 

he deserves and Llewellyn Moss is burdened with the fact that he visits his buddies’ 

families and he “could see em settin there lookin at him and wishin he was dead” 

(NCFOM 294) instead of their boys.  Neither is a cowardly man. As Sheriff Bell notes in 

his monologue, “I always knew that you had to be willin to die to even do this job” 

(NCFOM 4), and he is. However, both he and Moss feel themselves to be emasculated 

and weakened by their wartime experience. They deal with it by trying to live in a 
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manner that will redeem them. Bell becomes a small town sheriff, repeating the life 

pattern of men he believes braver and worthier than he. Moss takes the money from the 

Mexican gang members he finds dead in the desert, hoping to become a good provider for 

Carla Jean and to challenge himself against the drug gangs, as a test of his masculinity. 

As his encounters with Chigurgh show, however, he chooses a masculine path that is 

ultimately suicidal. He “is obliged to suffer in silence, to show no tears, to ask no 

compassion” (Horrocks 77) and he is “half in love with death” (Horrocks 77), insisting to 

Chigurh that he can still win, even as Chigurh shows himself fully in control of the 

situation.  

 Chigurh, Moss, and Wells deal with the loss in Vietnam in much the same way as 

the men in The Orchard Keeper, albeit more violently. They become predatory, ruthless, 

and silent.  They hone their masculine prowess, isolated from their world by an inability 

to communicate their loss in an understandable and acceptable manner.  Because the 

work that these men are good at is antisocial and violent, “they carry too much blood on 

them, and must be cast out from the community” (Horrocks 69), or at the very least they 

separate themselves from a community that does not understand them.  Chigurh even 

becomes an archetypal perfect knight, the ultimate male physical and mental specimen, 

“a superordinate battle machine in the way that a knight should be” (Heng 125) who 

perfects his bloody abilities.  Joining his physical capabilities and intelligence with his 

absolute principles makes him a supreme killing machine, which none of the other men 

can match. The stun gun that he often employs is a phallus issuing from his sleeve to 
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make “a round hole in [the] forehead from which the blood bubbled” (NCFOM 7). He is 

the man in control, and men who meet with him are feminized in contrast; penetrated and 

destroyed. Moss, with his unspoken need to regain his manhood, runs from his firs t 

meeting with Chigurh with “the warm blood seeping into his crotch” (NCFOM 114).  In 

the end, because he is not as good a hunter and killer as Chigurh (nobody is), nor even as 

good as the men against whom Chigurh will ultimately prevail, Moss and his wife Carla 

Jean are killed. Set against his schema for success/failure as a man, Moss has interpreted 

himself as a failure for surviving Vietnam, and he has failed again, not because he dies 

but because of his inability to protect his wife.   

 Social systems theory holds that “socialization is possible only if there are 

difference schemata that the psychic system can attribute to the environment and relate to 

itself—for example, another person’s attraction or aversion, understanding or 

misunderstanding, conformity or deviance, success or failure” (SS 242).  As Luhmann 

writes, socialization is “determined by which value of the schema becomes the 

dominating experience” (SS 243). In the two novels, men’s experiences with one another 

constantly reinforce certain schema and “every schema, taken in itself, increases the 

probability of accumulating socializing experiences in one direction or the other” (SS 

243).  Socialization, in every case, “occurs as social interpenetration; all social 

interpenetration  as communication” (SS 243). All of the men in these two novels are 

participating in the threefold selection of communication, “whether as a source of 

information, as an utterer, or as someone who understands the utterance in relation to 
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information” (SS 243). Most of them frame their understanding of the communication 

through the mythology which they have heard, understood in a certain way, and 

internalized. The morality, or expectation for esteem/disdain, which the mythology 

carries about their actions conditions their participation in communication and structures 

their utterances, re-introducing the schemas into the system’s self-observation and 

become the “continual correction of a self-created reality” (SS 244).  However, because 

communication is always emerging within the system complexity is always growing, 

other possibilities  “simultaneously and/or alternatively are at one’s disposal” (SS 188).  

  Chigurh, for example, has made selections which reinforce his dominant schema 

about success/failure as a man. Before he kills Wells in the hotel room, he communicates 

his selections based on the utterances he has heard and understood. He tells Wells how he 

reinforced his schema by letting the deputy arrest him because “I wanted to see if I could 

extricate myself by an act of will. Because I believe that one can. That such a thing is 

possible” (NCFOM 175). Every success and failure that Chigurh has reinforces his need 

to be the ultimate masculine figure. He is not outside death, but he no longer fears it, 

because he believes that he can control it. Sheriff Bell communicates his fear to someone 

whom he esteems, and whose utterances he is willing to consider as information. Uncle 

Ellis, also a wounded warrior, is able to listen to him, and offer a new interpretation of his 

actions in the war, which Sheriff  Bell can either select as a new understanding or not. 

Because the esteem of his wife and family is a part of Bell’s experience as a good man, 

he is able to select the new understanding of his survival and the value of his life in 
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relation to those he loves. Leaving the long line of sheriffs dying in an attempt to change 

the world, he retires to be with his wife, and accepts his inability to stop Chigurh.  

 The systemic rereading of the monomyth and of the way that the novels are 

structured as literary art reveals a blind spot in the Euro-American culture about the 

reception of and reflection upon myth. The roles of heroes and villains, constructed in the 

mythical world, and reproduced in real world expectations for behavior, are 

deconstructed in these narrative worlds.  Putting the two novels in conversation with one 

another reveals that social systems, whether narrative or in the real world, arise through 

the communication about acceptable behavior for men, using schema of heroism and 

villainy within the system. For instance, each of these novels involves criminal activity 

revolving around illegal substances, yet critics overwhelmingly see the whiskey runners 

Sylder and Uncle Ather as heroic figures resisting the government, adhering to “an older 

set of values [in]contention with a new order” (Brickman 54), while Chigurh and the 

cocaine cartel are soulless and mercenary.  The framing of the narrative affects the 

readers’ perceptions, depending on whether the narration is read as occurring within the 

resistant subsystem, or (as in the case of Bell’s monologues) from the point of view of a 

representative of law.  

  In addition, McCarthy’s novels, from the first, employ an uncertain and 

confusing timeline and narration. Some critics read the narrator of The Orchard Keeper 

as John Wesley himself, but since the narrator seems privy to experiences and memories 

which are outside of John Wesley’s reach, that reading seems unlikely. Instead, even in 
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the first novel, McCarthy has developed a narration that makes the reader present in the 

story, a “radically depersoned” narrator that makes the novels seem cinematic, with 

sudden flashbacks and rich descriptions that make the scenery visible to the readers’ 

minds. In both novels, the flashbacks and switches in time and location are embedded in 

a fairly straightforward narrative. John Wesley and Llewellyn Moss and their activitie s 

provide the plot, but other information and perspective is made available to the reader 

through actions and conversations that frame the events. The often uncertain identity of 

the narrator makes the selection of information dependent on the expectation and 

participation of the reader him/herself.  The reader, of course, is implicated in every 

novel, but the narrative embedding in all of McCarthy’s novels makes the implication 

explicit and observable.  Making communicative selections apparent reveals that 

communication is the medium of meaning, contingent on the three-fold selection, and 

reveals that the contingency of concepts such as heroes and villains, even in situations 

that are essentially the same, is dependent upon the understanding of those concepts, how 

they are introduced or uttered into the system, whether they are recognized, and how they 

are interpreted.  Each of these novels deals with dangerous outlaw men who are 

challenging the authority of the federal government. The perception of their re lative 

heroism or villainy is a direct challenge to the monomyth that decrees what it is to be a 

good man. By the standards of the monomyth, all of these men are good. They are 

principled, hard-working, and dedicated. They are also predatory, violent and frightening. 

Yet, the romance and nostalgia that we carry for some mythic agrarian past colors the 
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expectation for Marion Sylder’s selling of bootleg liquor. He is rebellious, the very image 

of the Swamp Fox, who misleads the authorities to preserve independence. He is the 

embodiment of an imagined American pastoral past, fighting to maintain an agrarian and 

freethinking way of life that evades America’s civil institutions.  Chigurh however, 

enveloped in the cocaine trade at the Mexican/American border is alien: “Blue eyes. 

Serene. Dark hair. Something about him faintly exotic. Beyond Moss’s experience” 

(NCFOM 112). Because he is alien, something outside of our American borders, not one 

of us, he is interpreted not as a lover of freedom and democracy standing up for the 

Mexicans and border inhabitants trying to preserve a way of life (and some sort of 

prosperity), but as a violent, soulless,  battle machine; all threat, and no redemption. The 

hero/villain binary becomes very slippery indeed in these stories.  

Loneliness, Wandering, and Rejection of the Feminine in Outer Dark and All the 

Pretty Horses 

 Whereas the two novels examined in the previous section examine and critique 

the United States social system through the experiences of men in two historic 

subsystems, the two stories examined in this section depict heroes attempting a journey to 

find their places as fully adult males. They are in the same social subsystems as in the 

previous narratives, but the characters within the novels lead such isolated and narrow 

lives that their construction of themselves is formed more within their interactions with 

others in the tiny social subsystems of their own family and friends. Their construction of 

themselves and of their world in the stories is impeded to a great extent by their 
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difficulties in participating in communication. Utterances abound in these story worlds, 

but the characters are very selective about what stories they will hear and what they 

themselves will say.  

 The men live the myth in that they are making journeys that separate them from 

their ordinary life and the things they know  so as to find their power (in their minds at 

least) as fully adult males. Since the purpose of the mythological journey is to as Jung 

remarks “free himself from the bonds of his mother-complex” (qtd Campbell 11), the 

journey has to begin with a rejection of feminine power. John Grady rejects his mother 

and her power over him to run to Mexico, and Culla Holmes, after attempting to kill his 

son, runs to escape the rebuke of his sister (the mother of his child). Neither becomes a 

complete person, at least in part because neither understands or accepts the information 

that is offered to help them, especially when it comes from women or people that these 

young men consider feminized. In fact, their rejection of the feminine is so complete that 

it becomes for them what Roger Horrocks refers to as the “male wound” (Horrocks15) 

and becomes a deep and painful loss of a part of their humanity. Both exist in a chaos of 

their own making and they leave trails of destruction and death all around them, doing 

great damage to themselves, as well as the innocent lives around them. Lonely and 

isolated, they never really find their way. Instead, John Grady Cole (in the perfect 

example of suicidal masculinity) dies in a knife fight at the age of nineteen, and Culla 

arrives at another circle of his own particular hell.  
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 All of the southern novels and Blood Meridian are acknowledged as gothic 

offerings, which feature elements of both beauty and terror and which critique a powerful 

society which has tended to elide its bloody past.  Outer Dark, in particular, has elements 

of terror (it would make a great horror movie), mystery, darkness, and decay. It is also, 

along with Blood Meridian and The Road, one of the most influenced by Gnostic thought.  

It is full of dark imagery which “establishes the subsequent experience of the novel as a 

kind of dream” (Luce 61). It has a purgatorial quality which establishes the gothic sense 

of an absent god, or one malevolently represented by the triune killers. The biblical and 

religious references begin with the title which refers to the unworthy servant in Matthew 

25:30 who fears retribution from his master and buries his talents. He is cast into the 

outer dark where there is wailing and gnashing of teeth. Fear of retribution is what drives 

Culla and constructs his own outer darkness.  The role of communication in his plight 

comes through right at the beginning of the narrative. Culla has chosen a place where 

“there had been no one to the cabin for some three months, he himself coming harried 

and manic into the glade to wave away whoever by chance or obscure purpose should 

visit so remote a place” (OD 6).  Such remoteness and the two alone would normally be 

instigation to closeness and talk, but instead only Rinthy talks, asking for a fire and 

“Maybe, he said, not listening, never listening…” (OD 9). He denies what he has already 

said,  even telling Rinthy that he’d never promised to get the  “old geechee nigger witch” 

who acts as a midwife, or as Rinthy calls her, a “midnight woman” (OD 10).  He is afraid 

of utterance, afraid that “she’d tell” (OD 10) and that he would be held responsible, as in 
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the dream. He is so afraid of the child and its crying that he abandons it, and, when he 

becomes lost in the woods and stumbles over the child again “it howled execration upon 

the dim camarine world of its nativity wail on wail while he lay there gibbering with 

palsied jawhasps…like some witless paraclete beleaguered with all limbo’s clamor” (OD 

18). His ‘gibbering’ fear is his response to all communication, because he understands 

everything in terms of disdain for himself, when he desires esteem. His fear of disdain or 

‘execration’ is so profound that it paralyzes his ability to take responsibility for his 

actions and so find a path to peace and redemption.  His journey begins comically as 

Rinthy discovers that the baby has not died. Faced with the empty grave and Rinthy’s  

“bland and impervious”  (OD 33) gaze, which he “mistook for accusation, silent and 

inarguable female invective, he rose and fled, bearing his clenched hands above him 

threatful, supplicant, to the mute and windy heavens” (OD 33), running as fast as he can 

from responsibility.  

` John Grady Cole’s flight from his mother seems more innocent and works with 

the tradition of Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer escaping the ‘civilizin’ influence of aunts 

and charitable old ladies. The reader is conditioned to expect a traditionally formed 

hero’s journey: a call to adventure and tests that result in a fully adult man capable of 

taking on his life. The hero should get the girl, the ranch, and the esteem of other men. He 

should be the best man of all. He is after all, according to Billy Parham, “the All-

American cowboy” (CotP 3). His resistance of his mother’s control is a “rite of passage 

for the male: his cutting the umbilical cord” (Horrocks 62).  Once again, communication 
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becomes the issue as John Grady rejects the utterances of his mother and her desire to 

help him in the world. In his schema, reinforced by the admiration for cowboys in his 

small town and his love for his father, women are to have a passive role. His mother’s 

active attempt to sell the ranch (which has not made money for years), to keep him in 

school, and to make him accept her as a single woman who has a life outside of him are 

affronts to his male pride and must, perforce, be resisted. He feels betrayed by his father, 

who has accepted his wife’s decision to divorce and signed over his ‘rights’ to the ranch 

which she inherited from her father. John Grady Cole’s rejection of her is of a piece with 

his desire for a lifestyle that he deems estimable, that of the independent rancher.  

  Charles Bailey writes of John Grady as an anti-hero, “a character of highly 

developed sensitivities, the ‘wandering outlaw’ intent on self-realization and personal 

salvation, whose unconventional impulses rise from some inherent spiritual core…” 

(Bailey 294). He quotes Byron in saying that Cole’s madness comes from his heart. In 

this he agrees with John Cant who assesses John Grady Cole as “ardenthearted” and “is 

“in so many ways an admirable and ideal American man” (Cant 190). Comparisons have 

been made between this novel and the most famous quest tale, Don Quixote, but there is a 

significant difference in emphasis and theme. At the end of Don Quixote, everyone 

acknowledges that Don Quixote’s ideals were right, and the world has lost that quality of 

heroism and chivalry. Jay Ellis writes of this Quixotic note pointing to the “brutally 

realistic turn” that challenges it (Ellis 211).  Bailey contends that “for all its nobility, 

what dooms the enterprise and, finally, what dooms John Grady himself is a completely 
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degraded world” (Bailey 298). However, this reading, in and of itself, depends on a 

nostalgic view that the world was somehow once different from what it is; that there was 

once a Camelot. Of course, there was not. The world of the Middle Ages was nasty and 

brutish, just like the (post) modern age.  

 John Grady Cole, whose journey extends through All the Pretty Horses and the 

first half of Cities of the Plain, is expected to be a good man, but he is not and it is not the 

world’s fault. Spurred by a childish rebellion against his mother, he sets his heart and his 

feet toward Mexico, a place where he believes that he will be recognized for the cowboy 

that he is, and thus will gain all that he desires. Instead he ends up in prison, becomes an 

outlaw, betrays two women that he claims to love and two men who love him, and, 

finally, is himself killed. Along the way he will have had a good amount of wisdom 

offered to him as utterance, but which he refuses to select as information for him. Instead, 

the adventure becomes observable as failed communication and misunderstanding.  His 

misunderstanding and rejection becomes loss and pain for those who love him, and for 

him, they become truly tragic.  

 Both of the characters end their ‘heroic’ journeys, not as the men in charge  nor 

even as fully functional adult males within their social systems, but as incomplete and 

damaged people who exist in a chaos of their own construction, interpenetrated by a 

social system which they do not accept. They make every attempt to preserve their own 

autonomy by attempting to refuse participation in communication systems, whether by 

the rejection of utterance entirely or by a refusal to accept the source of the utterances as 
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valid. In addition, the men communicate little but their own alienation. As such, while 

they are, of course, interpenetrated with the social system and a part of its self-reference, 

they are each their own systems and, as such, autonomous as well. These novels allow the 

reader to observe the meaning system as “control of its own possibility for negation while 

producing its own elements” (SS 445) and as is clear, “reality for such a system is 

nothing more than the ongoing reproduction that occurs in this way—because it succeeds, 

if it succeeds” (SS 445). However, for these men, the system does not succeed, crashing 

in a fog of miscommunication. As the phrase ‘if it succeeds’ makes clear, reproduction 

can fail. If communicative offerings are not received as information, and interpreted 

(understood/misunderstood), then communication does not occur and cannot reenter the 

system.  Because there is a temporal element to communication, the system will not wait 

forever for a response.  

 Part of the reason for the failure is that each young man is operating under a 

legalistic worldview that is reinforced by communications which they share with their 

own interaction system, and which are part of the interpenetration of the greater social 

system. Both Culla and John Grady live in interaction subsystems that have traditions of 

morality and legality which clearly differentiate between right and wrong, but which 

condition that rightness and wrongness on a number of circumstances, including the 

interactions between social classes and the perceived worthiness of the heroes. As they 

continue their journeys, the myths which structure John Grady and Culla are contradicted 

by their lived experience. They are incapable of perceiving their own and others’ actions 
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in their lives without conflict. However, each expects that at some point the problem will 

be resolved in their favor. Their conflict, born out of the contradictions between their 

particular interaction system and the boundaries of the greater social system, is also a 

condition of the system continuing and communicating. Contradiction and conflict are a 

part of the autopoiesis of social systems, and as such are included in the communication 

of the system. As Luhmann writes, ‘“No’s’ are and remain communicative events; if they 

are not possible as such and if they are not in a position to refer to other societal 

communication via their own basal self- reference, they do not occur” (SS 403).  

Rejection of communication is still communication and rejection of society still includes 

one in the social system.   

 These boys are on a mythic journey. The journey is intended to be the 

transformation of the hero, to “supply the symbols that carry the human spirit forward” 

(Campbell 11). The journey will provide the inclination toward adulthood and 

responsibility. However, this does not happen in either of these journeys because 

transformation is not automatic in the journey being made. Instead, Outcomes in the 

system are contingent on all the selections necessary for communication to occur, 

including understanding, and even negation of communication itself.  The young men 

journeying in these stories are caught by the expectations of their interactive system and 

taught to refrain from communication.  Culla is, as the preacher notes, “simply tore up 

with guilt,” (OD 222) but has been conditioned to hide his guilt rather than communicate 

it and so is unable to accept whatever punishments (and comforts) his interaction system 
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offers.  He cannot even reach out to his sister, deflecting the blame on to her instead. 

Deflection becomes a habit which he never overcomes.  

 When John Grady is upset at the death of his grandfather and the loss of his ranch, 

he is told by his father “don’t go to crying on me now…Well don’t” (AtPH 12). And he 

refuses to speak to his mother at all. John Grady’s refusal, as opposed to Culla’s, strikes 

critics such as Bailey and Cant as heroic, but neither boy is heroic. They are living the 

patriarchal myth as it has been communicated to them, which is that they must defend 

themselves against femininity (Horrocks 14), and by their own lights they are making 

heroic choices, but the reader can see that their lives are failures in humanity. Culla’s 

weakness in desiring his own sister (and perhaps in his inability to defend her or himself 

from their father) becomes his source of shame. For John Grady, his father’s 

acquiescence to his wife’s wishes is a betrayal. The journeys, then, are perfectly within 

the mythos, as “an emergence from the female world into the male world” (Horrocks 14). 

Horrocks describes this as “a demand made by [the social system known as] patriarchy, 

which requires the production of ‘men’” (Horrocks 15) to perform certain societal duties.  

However, that separation causes a “deep and permanent trauma” (Horrocks 15) which 

Horrocks calls the “male wound” (Horrocks15) and for which men must compensate by 

forming new relationships and structures, outside of feminine influence.  The further 

distance that Culla and John Grady make by negating the communications they receive, 

even from other men in their lives makes their trauma truly hellish, and gives the lie to 

the separation myth as something healthy and transforming in and of itself. Although they 



            Texas Tech University, Dorothy Maria O’Connell, December 2012 

68 

 

do separate themselves from women and go on journeys, they do not become fully 

responsible adults contributing to their social system. Rather, they become truncated 

humans who are incapable of fully participating in families and completely absorbed in 

their own needs. They are so absorbed in their journey toward being ‘men’ that they 

become incapable of being ‘human’. 

 Charles Bailey writes of John Grady Cole as a knight, a truly mythical figure in 

“The Last Stage of the Hero’s Evolution: Cormac McCarthy’s City of the Plains” 

elucidating the numerous romance references and parallels in the novel. While his 

premise, one that is repeated in the criticism, is that “for all its nobility, what dooms the 

enterprise and, finally, what dooms John Grady himself is a completely degraded world” 

(298), this point of view is not only romantic in a different sense, it is quite inaccurate. 

Certainly the world is no more degraded now than it was when romance, as a genre, 

began. The world has always been plagued by war and rumors of war, mindless violence, 

disease, and just plain ill luck. McCarthy’s stories are structured in such a way as to 

reveal the contingency of the hero ideal, and the contingency of outcomes in any 

decision. The novels allow us as readers to observe this contingency and to observe the 

role of communication in the formation of the self.  John Grady and Culla are wounded 

men, not heroes but victims of their own silence.  They each live in a sort of circular hell 

that they cannot escape, no matter what journey they take, simply because, like other 

mythical males, they refuse to ask directions. These novels reenter the social system as an 
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observation of contingency, and that the hero’s journey could end in any number of ways, 

including abject failure. 

“Wolves cull themselves, man:  Pedagogy, Contingency, and Fairytale Beasts”  

 Blood Meridian is generally considered Cormac McCarthy’s finest novel. Within 

the romantic mythos, it would certainly qualify as a martial romance. The men in the 

novel are sent by the Mexican government on a violent quest to collect scalps, ostensibly 

from Apaches who are threatening Mexican villages. The men are paid a bounty for each 

scalp, and so they interpret Apache rather freely and horribly. The violence and 

bloodiness of the novel are common subjects of criticism and interpretation, since they 

are both sickening in the extreme and historically accurate.  This novel did a great deal to 

cement McCarthy’s reputation as a writer of myth, since it is archetypal in its 

construction, even to the point where the main character has no name. He is referred to as 

the kid until the end of the novel, when he becomes the man. It is, as Neil Campbell 

writes, “an excessive, revisionist and contradictory narrative of the American West which 

both rewrites the myths and histories of the West inherited from Frederick Jackson 

Turner and maintains and utilizes many of the Western archetypes familiar in this genre 

of writing” (Campbell 217).  As a martial romance and a Western, the novel is 

unconcerned with the world of women. All the characters of note are men, engaged in the 

ultimate test of mythological masculinity, war. Homosocial bonds and homoerotic 

temptation within the Glanton gang become the media of communication within the story 

world. 
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 Among the Western archetypes found in the novel, the reader finds the male 

family or corporation. Although the Glanton gang is hunting for scalps as a job, their 

bond is formed both in the hardships that they endure in a hellish landscape and by their 

respect and fear of the judge. The scalp hunting is ambivalent, for it is not fueled only by 

the professional desire to please their patrons, but also their greed for more money, and 

the almost absurd sense of manifest destiny that informs their conversations with one 

another, and most especially in the monologues of Judge Holden. Ironically, this novel, 

which is full of monologues, conversations, interpretations, and critiques, features a 

nearly wordless and uncommunicative main character. However, the communication that 

is shared within the small system of the Glanton gang not only reveals the 

interpenetration of the gang with the American social system, but also shows the 

development of a family through the self-adaptation of the ‘family [gang] members,’ 

particularly the kid. Although the Glanton gang is a corporate entity, the role of the judge 

in the gang and his desire for patriarchal dominance reveal a family structure which 

shows “great ability to … determine the personal characteristics of its few members” (SS 

351) and that shows great conflict when a family member fails to perform a required 

adaptation. The male family model fits well into the male monomyth as a rejection of the 

feminine in a place where a man can find all that he needs within a male structure. The 

world of the gang, like the world of, is “a resistance to domesticity and perhaps to 

heterosexuality itself…free from the demands of marriage, children, and so on” 

(Horrocks 64). Within this social system, meaning boundaries and the role that those 
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boundaries play are made visible for the reader and so allow the observation of the 

formation of self within a group and what it means to ‘belong’ within that social system.  

 Luhmann notes that one should take “the selective arrangement of artwork to be a 

condition for perceptible objects to become available to communication” (Art 10). The 

perceptible object in a novel is the narrative world carried within the form of the novel, 

which, from the point of the view of the reader, participates in communication, but in 

which the characters and systems also participate in the communicative events of their 

world. This novel, in particular, works as a form for theorizing about the role of 

communication in the formation of social systems and the interpenetration between social 

and psychic systems.  The structure of the novel places the reader in a position to observe 

the narrative world from a distance, or as though one were a witness to the events and 

hearing from other witnesses (a type of narrative swing between first and second order 

observation). Dana Phillips has termed this type of narration “primal fiction in which the 

narrators are not merely ‘impersonal’ but radically unpersoned” (Phillips 180).  None of 

the characters are privileged, although the reader my want them to be. Instead, the type of 

free indirect narration employed “keeps close at hand and hears what the characters say, 

knows what they think, and senses what they feel, yet remains sufficiently at a distance” 

(Phillips 181). The form is borrowed from theater and folklore; the sensation for the 

reader is cinematic, as though one is watching the events unfold, looking through a 

camera lens and hearing a narrative voice. It is extraordinarily effective in lending a 

visual effect and reality to the narrative world and to characters, even when archetypal. It 
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is an empty form of narrative, sharing information and allowing the threefold selections 

of communication to be made through the reader, even as they observe the selections 

being made by the communication system at work in the novel. Like watching a movie or 

hearing a folktale, Blood Meridian takes one directly into a world that is real and 

observable within the boundary of the hearing.  

 The novel begins with a rather conventional folk tale form; “see the child” (BM 3) 

followed by a description of his utter abjection and want. In doing so, the novel follows a 

theme of descent (Frye 100) where the hero has a mysterious and oracular birth and must 

quest to find his true identity: “Night of your birth. Thirty-three. The Leonids, they were 

called. God how the stars did fall” (BM 3). The image is interesting, because of the 

associations with meteors and royal birth, but also related to Native American monster 

slayer tales (Peebles 241).  The Leonids’ appearance in 1833 was the signal for a 

messianic figure, and the end of the world.  Such a beginning makes the kids ‘true’ 

destiny something noble and heroic indeed. However, as in the previous tales, the 

communication system interpenetrates with expectations and contingencies based on the 

choices available to the main character. The kid, raised by a drunken father who had long 

since left the real world and was incapable of caring for him, has a certain set of options 

open to him,  because of his lack of education and his poverty. His lack of a name 

expresses his emptiness. He runs away at fourteen, in search of his true self and his 

destiny. 
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 Fighting his way westward, the kid is “like some fairybook beast” whose eyes are 

“oddly innocent behind the scars” (BM 4). His physical prowess is considerable and he 

wins the notice of the rough men around him.  The place where he ends up, both 

physically and in time, is very real. As John Sepich notes, “Cormac McCarthy’s gang 

leader is a historical figure” (Sepich 5). Glanton, of course, is not McCarthy’s leader at 

all, but part of an embedded historical narrative that surfaces the romance world of Blood 

Meridian.  McCarthy borrowed the Glanton story from Samuel Chamberlain’s memoir 

My Confession (Chamberlain is probably also the model for the kid) (Sepich 5). Sepich 

details the history of the war between the Comanche and the state of Chihuahua in 

Mexico and the price that was offered for Comanche scalps. Nothing fictional can 

enhance the violence and bloodiness of the borderlands between New Mexico, Texas, and 

Mexico in 1849.  One of the narrative selections made in the story is the selection about 

which Samuel Chamberlain to base the kid on. In Chamberlain’s memoirs, he was a 

feckless boy who went around fighting against the forces of evil and rescuing damsels in 

distress, but in Blood Meridian, all the romantic gloss of Chamberlain’s memory (and 

self-justification) is removed and we are left with the Chamberlain who laid his uncle out 

with an ax with little remorse (Chamberlain 24).  The value which gets the kid to the 

West and enables him to survive there is just this “taste for mindless violence” (BM 3). 

His schema violence/weakness (if one is not violent, then one is weak) is constantly 

reinforced by the fights that he participates in and survives. This schema is even 

reinforced when he is almost killed, because he sees his vulnerability to death and his 
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dependence on the innkeeper as weakness. Finally, like the fairy tale beast that he 

resembles, he finds a place where there is a ‘proper’ outlet for his violence and 

aggression. His innocence works with this plot line, because part of tales of 

descent/ascent is ignorance on the part of the hero: “his origins are become remote as his 

destiny” (BM 4). He must find his way based on his recognition of others’ worth and 

their recognition of his, and “whether creation may be shaped to man’s will” (BM 5). His 

reinforced schema becomes the basis of his socialization in the Glanton gang and also the 

basis for a peculiar form of pedagogy practiced by the judge, aimed at preparing the kid 

for a type of heroic greatness, perhaps even as a successor to the judge himself.  

However, like all socialization and education, the results are contingent upon 

communication and the threefold selection about communication. 

 Social systems, whether they are countries, gangs, families, or simply friendships, 

are autopoietic, depending upon meaning-constituted boundaries for their organization.  

As Luhmann makes clear, such boundaries are not “an external skin that, like one organ 

among others, fulfills certain functions. Instead, they relate the e lements of which a 

system is composed and which it reproduces to the system” (SS 195). Every element of 

the system makes boundary decisions because “every communication in a social system, 

not just ones that cross the external boundaries, employs the system/environment 

difference and thereby contributes to determining or changing the systems boundaries” 

(SS195). When the kid joins the Glanton gang, he becomes one element of which it is 

composed, and the relation of his communication to other elements is a challenge to the 



            Texas Tech University, Dorothy Maria O’Connell, December 2012 

75 

 

boundaries of the system. His communications of change, however slight, reveal that 

“representations of boundaries serve to order the constitution of elements; they make it 

possible to assess which elements form in the system and which communications can be 

risked” (SS 195).  What communication can be risked in a system and the boundary-

setting function become the focus of an otherwise traditionally martial tale, bringing it 

into the real world of contingency and uncertainty.  Boundaries figure large in the 

structure of the tale, which negotiates the newly-formed boundary between Mexico and 

the United States (it came into effect in 1848) and some of the ongoing uncertainty and 

expectations at the border. Just as the border is more or less rea l depending upon 

communication about it, and who is communicating (for example, Captain White refuses 

to recognize the government in Mexico or the border, even denying the end of the war), 

the boundaries which form the Glanton gang are always contingent on the story being 

told and how each man hears and interprets the story. In fact, the structure of the story 

depends upon the operational boundary between the psychic systems of the individuals 

and the social system with which they interpenetrate, and the limits which those 

boundaries set for the reproduction of myth.  

  Judge Holden is a mythological figure, either hero or monster, depending upon 

the interpretation of his character and one boundary within the system. He is archetypally 

dominant, and a perfect masculine figure and acts as a father figure for the men in the 

Glanton gang. Using a typical male trope, the novel enacts a male family, where “the 

family acts as an executive organ of society, and a conduit for the channeling of 
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ideological messages” (Horrocks 16), and thus, the instrument of communicative 

reproduction. Holden represents and communicates the ideals of the Euro-American 

social system, and the desire of that system to reproduce itself wherever it may. Many 

critics find the form of the masculine monomyth known as American exceptionalism in 

McCarthy’s novels, particularly the Westerns, whether as something that McCarthy is 

reifying or undermining.  Some critics, such as John Cant and Sara Spurgeon, find that 

Blood Meridian undermines the myth in exposing its violence and its destruction of the 

Native Americans and environment, providing “an indictment, bloody and accusatory,  of 

an American national(ist) identity base on the violent conquest of both racialized Others 

and feminized nature” (Spurgeon 19).  Judge Holden would certainly consider himself an 

exceptional man, and he seeks to indoctrinate others into his values, in much the same 

way that the system tries to maintain its boundaries through education.  In fact, the judge 

has a long discourse on the proper way for fathers to educate their sons, and he uses the 

Euro-American masculine myth as a model for raising children, particularly sons. 

Hearkening back to the warrior Spartans (and to Campbell’s rites of manhood), he says 

that the “way of raising a child” is that “they should be put in a pit with wild dogs. They 

should be set to puzzle out from their proper clues the one of the three doors that does not 

harbor wild lions. They should be made to run naked in the desert…”  (BM 146 ). His 

philosophy explains much of his brutal behavior toward the kid. He considers the boy to 

be a man after his own heart. The judge is grooming him to be his successor; 

communicating both through his discourses and his actions, the proper way for a man to 
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be a man. A man, in the judge’s view is a feral predator who preys upon others in any 

way which he can. His is a completely Darwinian world and only the most brutal are fit 

to be dominant males.  As Horrocks writes, the social system ‘requires’ masculinity and 

part of its boundary setting is to ensure masculine outputs (Horrocks 15).  Kenneth Kidd 

notes that purveyors of ‘boyology’ have, especially since the nineteenth century, been 

attempting to mold boys in the ‘right’ masculine direction for a modern, imperial, society, 

including the proper use of violence explained through the feral tale. Wildness in feral 

boy tales is “no longer a liability but an asset” and “the latest boy-rearing handbooks  

draw directly from the mythopoetic movement [and] take issue with feminism” (Kidd 6). 

That issue with feminism and the desire to ‘let boys be boys’ has been an ongoing debate 

from the nineteenth century through to current anxieties about children’s literature and 

boys. Myth must reproduce the social system and provide the boundary values for 

acceptable masculinity. Disdain/esteem of father figures is necessary to reproduce the 

system. One of the boundaries that Horrocks mentions and that Judge Holden tries to 

inculcate is control of one’s emotions, particularly control of fear. Horrock’s description 

of this control as “male autism” (Horrocks 68) resonates with the kid and his stunted 

ability to feel or communicate. His ‘autism’ is not, in this social system, a disability, but a 

requirement. The judge dominates the group and others around him through their fear and 

his lack of it, and the kid’s ability to survive is due to his own fearlessness and violence. 

When the kid knocks a child off the wall for throwing stones at him and other prisoners 

in the border jail, he is warned about punishment from the guards. His response, in a 
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near-parody of Western style,  is to spit and say “[t]hey aint about to come in here and eat 

no whips” (71) In the judge’s eyes, and his own, the kid is also exceptional.  

 However, if as the critics argue, the novel is about undermining the myth of 

American exceptionalism (or as in Spurgeon’s book ‘exploding’ that myth), possibly the 

most effective method is not only to remind the reader that this sort of violence and desire 

for domination is not only not new, but also that it is not exceptional in any way. In order 

to accomplish this, the narrative must move the reader’s view from the narrow view of 

the kid, or the gang, to a broader observation of the violence happening all around, and of 

the violence that has occurred in the past. McCarthy’s absent narrator works well with the 

need for emotional distance. The reader has little emotional attachment to the characters. 

After all, the kid is completely inarticulate. Accordingly, the reader may observe the 

events as they are unfolding and note that violence and conquest are neither uniquely 

American, nor modern. Perhaps the best illustration of this is the death hilarious passage 

in Blood Meridian.  In this passage, the Comanche appear almost as a costumed tableau 

of the history of the West, playing traditional flutes, riding ponies painted with fish and 

bones, and dressed in everything from buffalo skins to traditionally European wedding 

dresses and veils to the armor of Spanish conquistadors (52). In these oddly assorted 

historical costumes, with the traditional feather headdresses, as well as curiously Viking-

like horns of bison, the Comanche constitute “death hilarious” (McCarthy 52). Their 

costumes represent centuries of exchange, commerce, and warfare with the Europeans 

who attempted to enter their territories (Hämäläinen). Considering that they were not 
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conquered by other Native Americans, the Spanish, nor anyone else until the systematic 

destruction of the buffalo and environmental collapse weakened them in the 1870s,  the 

tableau is a good reminder of a successful native culture that not only resisted invasion, 

but also expanded their own imperial boundaries. As Hämäläinen writes, “the Comanche 

ascent turned interior North America into a nomad’s real and yanked it beyond Spain’s 

imperial grip” (Hämäläinen 183), and incidentally, that of the United States as well.  By 

the mid-nineteenth century, the Comanche had managed to avoid much European contact 

and had only had a few outbreaks of illness so that  “the Comanche population hovered 

between twenty and thirty thousand…making them by far the most populous indigenous 

society in the Colonial southwest” (Hämäläinen 188). The Comanche wipe out Captain 

White and his soldiers, because they are protecting their boundaries from military 

invaders. Their garb and their ease in dealing with an American military contingent are 

reminders not only of the violence inherent in the making of the ‘American’ West, but 

also of the fact that the myth of American exceptionalism depends upon erasing history. 

When the judge removes a petroglyph on the rock walls they pass, “leaving no trace of it 

only a raw place on the stone where it had been” (BM 173), he is erasing a Comanche 

history.  Juliana Barr writes that the Comanche carvings of “images of warfare, mounted 

horsemen, Franciscan missionaries, Anglo wagon trains, and what is believed to be a 

Comanche reading of the 1758 San Sabá massacre make for an arresting historical 

narrative” (Barr 34).  Even now, myths of American dominance overlook the fact that 

native peoples and buffalo still survive, challenging the appearance of complete 
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domination and victory. The strength of boundaries and myth is contingent upon the 

limits of language and education in reproducing those boundaries, and the petroglyphs 

are a challenge to the nationalist myth which wants to consign the Comanche to a distant, 

romantic past as primitive horsemen and hunters but not as a either sophisticated political 

entity which controlled the land that Americans wanted to possess or as a still-present and 

living people. 

 An individual psychic system is not the ‘I’ or the ‘ego’ posited by Freud, but 

instead is something which, according to Luhmann coevolved with the social system. It is 

the operation of consciousness and does not participate in communication. In fact, it is 

unavailable to the social system except as something which is communicated about. 

Cognition is its own autopoietic system and reproduces itself, but it is not necessary to 

the system at large. Although meaning is used in common to “present and reduce 

(systems’ own and the environment’s) complexity” (SS 271)psychic and social systems 

are also completely separate in the operational reproduction of the respective systems.  

As Luhmann remarks, “[t]hey use different media of reproduction: consciousness and 

communication” and “no consciousness revolves around communication and no 

communication around consciousness” (SS 271).   Although thought can seem like an 

internal dialogue, it is, of course, something entirely different. A dialogue cannot happen 

with only one participant.  Instead language functions as a form of translation between 

the complexity of the environment and the complexity of the psychic system and it allows 

the connection of thoughts in order to complete the autopoiesis of consciousness.  
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Language, according to Luhmann, increases the possibilities in the social system by 

making an “autopoietic reproductive nexus compatible with the constant installation and 

elaboration of changing structures” (SS 273), and thus influences the psychic system 

through what is made available for information, acceptance, and understanding or 

misunderstanding. In this way, both consciousness and communication can continue to be 

reproduced. This novel explores the limitations of education and pedagogy by exploring 

language’s limits as a form of socialization and control. The super-articulate judge, with 

all his language skills, cannot make the illiterate and inarticulate kid into the creature that 

the judge wishes him to be.  The kid interprets the judge’s claims exactly as they are 

intended. Then he rejects them. 

 Of course, the social system has other ways to influence the psychic system and to 

bring the individual into line with the boundary values emerging in the system’s 

formation, such as through expectations and claims (including the expectations and 

claims involved in education) (SS 273).  Within Blood Meridian, the reader can observe 

the boundary values and expectations and one can see the interpenetration between the 

kid’s and judge's psychic systems, the Glanton gang’s interaction system, and the wider 

American and Mexican social systems. The judge and the gang are influenced by and 

influence through the Chihuahuan government’s fear of the Comanche raids at the 

border, and the people at the border are influenced both by these raids and the Glanton 

gang’s reign of terror. The citizenry beg for rescue from their rescuers and “[c]harcoal 

scrawls appeared on the limewashed walls. Mejor los indios” (BM 171).  These Mexican 
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villagers realize that they are truly isolated from any government (or other) help and 

targeted by all sides in the border conflicts. This is a reflection of the violence both legal 

and extralegal that took place after the Mexican American war and which drove many 

small farmers and settlers off their land. The judge communicates a particularly Western 

and Euro-American set of values, ranging from reason and science to power and 

domination. He relishes “that man who sets himself the task of singling out the thread of 

order from the tapestry [who] will by the decision alone have taken charge of the world” 

(BM 199).  In articulating his beliefs, he attempts to educate the kid, who seems to be, in 

spite of his near total silence and quietly explosive violence, very charismatic and 

influential. He is, in true romance tradition, good at what he does, even learning to mend 

his boots by watching others (BM 122), but he lacks knowledge of his true self. The 

judge’s judgment is on the kid’s ability to fulfill the ‘duties’ for which he is being 

groomed. The kid’s emotional reaction to others, often fecklessly (and uselessly) kind is 

both a sort of immunization against the complete coldness of the judge, and, in the 

judge’s opinion, a failure of manhood. The judge finds him wanting: 

I know too that you’ve not the heart of a common assassin. . . No assassin, 

called the judge. And no partisan either. There’s a flawed place in the 

fabric of your heart. Do you think I could not know? You alone were 

mutinous. You alone reserved in your soul some corner of clemency for 

the heathen. (299) 
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The kid paradoxically communicates his mutiny by refusing to shoot the judge, even as 

he is being urged on by Tobin (BM 285). In the normal course of the romance of descent, 

the kid would eventually acquire his full identity through recognition from the judge. His 

joining with the judge in the jakes would result either in his destruction (a failure) or his 

full acknowledgment of his being.  Instead, the novel ends ambiguously. The reader 

could see the judge as having killed the kid and returned to the bar, or see the man at the 

jakes who walks toward the light as the triumphant, fully grown kid. In this scenario, the 

naked judge is a dancing bear in the dance hall of the dead, as in Yuman mythology 

(Peebles 240). This kid is no storybook hero. Instead, his own development and 

resistance to the social system is also contingent upon his range of choices and what is 

available for communication. Indeed, the reader sees the contingency as the kid heals 

from his wounds, finds his way out of jail with a story, and takes up carrying a bible that 

he cannot read, but which he holds as a type of talisman against evil. He travels through 

the country, seeing fires, earthquakes, horrible violence, and finally makes his way to a 

stinking prairie filled with buffalo bodies. While on the bonefield, he kills a young boy, 

Elrod, who could be read as his previous self. Violence does not simply disappear from 

life because one wishes it would, nor do the social systems’ expectations disappear.  That 

outcomes are contingent is made clear by the ambiguity of this ending and the difficulty 

in interpreting the epilogue, which is also acknowledged as ambiguous and uncertain, 

although it is read by some critics as a clear triumph of American exceptionalism  

(Josyph 107). The kid, as Luhmann writes, decides that the system, not he is ‘sick’ (SS 
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271) and flees both the judge and the system for many years. In the romance world as 

explicated by Northrop Frye, the kid, who has been traveling through a hellish 

underworld since his childhood eventually will return to his real world. In order to 

recognize himself and regain that world, he acquires objects that remind him of his true 

self. One is the bible, mentioned before, which he found at a mining camp and “he 

carried this book with him no word of which he could read” (BM 305). The other is 

Toadvine’s necklace of ears. Although, as the necklace shows, Toadvine nourished no 

clemency towards heathens, he did care, in a rudimentary way, for the kid.  He even calls 

the kid, in the Southern way, “honey”, thus acknowledging childhood and innocence 

where few others would have. These talismans reinforce what the judge has taught him, 

which is that he indeed has a corner of clemency in his heart  that sets him apart from 

others in his dark world. In order to claim that corner, he must escape the world. He 

begins in true fairy tale fashion by telling a story to the guards that gains his release from 

jail, but his only true way out of darkness is to confront the judge, for better or worse.  

Although many critics see the meeting in the jakes as the end of the kid’s life and any 

hope for change, I read its ambiguity differently. The man on the path, who warns others 

not to go into the jakes, is the kid as a fully adult male who is ready to leave the darkness 

behind and to “turn and walk towards the light” (pg no.)  

 The kid, a fairytale beast at the beginning, must find his true identity at the end, 

but because this is a Gnostic fairytale, that identity is not simple. The judge’s teaching, in 

true Gnostic fashion, is that men are beasts and that the world is dangerous and inherently 
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evil. The kid’s travels and the disasters that he witnesses reinforce that pedagogy. 

However, the Gnostic teachings also teach that there is something beyond the bestial in 

man and that the only way to see God is to see those glimpses of spirit.  For the kid, those 

glimpses include the rough kindness of Toadvine and the faith of the penitentes that he 

finds in the cave, who died praying. His bible is as much a memory of their faith as a 

representation of his own kindness. When he kills Elrod on the bonefield, it hearkens 

back to the killing of the idiot child in Child of God. It is an act of mercy, rather than 

mindless violence. For the kid, Elrod is the world of darkness, and the dark side of 

himself and “wouldnt of lived anyway” (BM 314). When the kid and the judge meet, the 

kid (now grown) knows that the world is bestial and carnal, and he can accept that. His 

joining with the judge in the jakes is necessary, because he must face that ultimate truth. 

He emerges unharmed, as ‘the man’ and turned toward the distant light, because he 

already knows that he has all the darkness of the judge in him, but he also has a that 

“flawed place in the fabric of [his] heart” (299). It is enough to save him and to look for 

the light. The judge, empty of spirit, reappears naked (a sign of bestiality that he often 

shows) and takes the place of the dancing bear in what Stacey Peebles has persuasively 

argued is a dance hall of the dead. He can never die because he is already dead. His 

pedagogical communication to the kid is rejected because the kid interprets his clement 

heart not as weakness, but as hope. He makes a different choice. The ending of the novel 

brilliantly illumines the contingent nature of the outcome, but also reveals that the myth 

of American exceptionalism is merely one value among many which constrains and 
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conditions the possibilities. Their horrific joining in the end reveals that the kid and the 

judge, both of them violent, resourceful, charismatic, and intelligent, have the same 

possibilities, and either could be the hero or the villain of the piece, depending upon the 

reader/observer and his/her own expectations.  

It’s All there in the Story 

 “There is but one world and everything that is imaginable is necessary to it. For 

this world also which seems to us a thing of stone and flower and blood is not a thing at 

all but is a tale. And all in it is a tale and each tale the sum of all lesser tales and yet these 

are also the selfsame tale and contain as well all else within them.” (TC 143) 

Heroes and villains are boundary values set by myth in the social schemas that are 

played out in the literary world. Mythology is reinforced and inculcated as a boundary 

value through the stories that we read and tell, but, as McCarthy notes, stories can be 

“rightly heard” (The Crossing 143) or not, according to the Social System. For it is in the 

hearing of the tale that it becomes available to the threefold selection of utterance, 

information, and (mis) understanding. In each of the cases examined above, the reader is 

offered a basic plot. Good vs. evil, knights and ladies, and the quest for one’s true worth 

and place in the world are all alive and well, even in these highly realistic and 

postmodern narratives. What makes them interesting is their juxtaposition with one 

another and with real history and settings, which offer more than one way to hear the 

story, both for the reader and for the characters within the narrative worlds.  In each 

narrative, a situation (usually fairly stock situations, familiar to readers of southern gothic 
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or westerns) arises which allows the observation of myth as boundary values. As 

boundary values emerge, each system strives to simplify complexity by socializing and 

stabilizing those values through myth, education, and schemas such as esteem/disdain 

(which often takes the form of morality) so as to develop “what is acceptable as 

communication” (SS 1960. However, because of the threefold selection of 

communication, and because each of these techniques of stabilization has to occur in the 

form of communication, the outcome is always contingent. The process of boundary 

setting is “finally a process of (tacitly anticipatory, whether covert or open) negotiation” 

(SS 196).  The myth about the monomyth, whether it takes the form of Joseph 

Campbell’s view of the hero, Jungian archetypes, or the myth of American 

exceptionalism, is that there is a monomyth. Instead, in a communication system, as 

illustrated by each of the characters, the hero/villain, right/wrong, etc. are always 

contingent on the reading. Acceptable possibilities are there in the stories, the 

unacceptable ones, as well. Each of the sections above deals with how McCarthy’s 

novels, as art, reveal a blind spot in social systems about how communication works to 

structure those systems, and how contingent such communication can be. No Country for 

Old Men and The Orchard Keeper use very similar structures of men engaged in illegal 

activities in resistance to the prevailing social order. Whether the main characters are 

seen as heroes of the resistance or villains menacing the entire social order is contingent 

upon selections made by the greater social system with which they interpenetrate.  Culla 

Holmes and John Grady Cole fail to accept the communications offered by the social 
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system, especially the communication that their actions are irrelevant to the system. 

Communication simply grinds to a halt for them, making their heroic journeys simple 

dead ends. Finally, Blood Meridian is a Gnostic fairytale of socialization and pedagogy, 

ending in a rather hopeful note (for a Gnostic tale),  and revealing the communication is 

complex and that the play of choice can limit any system’s ability to shape other systems 

with which it interpenetrates. These novels reenter the social system as observations of 

communication and reveal how mythology is just one communication among many, and 

the ‘story’ about what it is to be man can be interpreted in any number of ways.  
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CHAPTER 3: WHAT WE HAVE HERE IS A FAILURE TO COMMUNICATE: (MIS) 

COMMUNICATION AND M EN OUT OF STEP 

  

In Cormac McCarthy’s novels men such as Lester Ballard, Cornelius Suttree, and Billy 

Parham desperately wish to be a part of a social system, but they find that their concepts 

of self differ from what is acceptable within the system and subsequently that they are 

told, as Lester is by an authority figure in his world, “You are either going to have to find 

some other way to live or some other place in the world to do it in”  (CoG 123).  

 The novel, like any work of art, is performing a communicative function within 

the system. It reveals a blind spot in the system’s cognitive operation (Wolfe 223).  As 

Cary Wolfe points out it is performing a “paradox unique to art” that is “observing the 

unobservable” (224).The work of art, in this case a novel, makes the world visible within 

our world, and “symboliz[es] the reentry of the world into the world because it appears—

just like the world—incapable of emendation” (Luhmann qtd. inWolfe, 227).  The novel, 

functioning in the medium of language, enters the communications system through the 

second order observation of its meaning (233). As Ira Livingston points out in Between 

Science and Literature: an Introduction to Autopoesis, the novel is the reproduction of a 

system not as something occurring “against the background of the same” but instead a 

form of “resemblance (or resonance or pattern)” that “can be situated against a 

background of sameness and difference” (Livingston 13). The artistic mimesis of a social 

world resonates with us because of what Ira Livingston would call “livingthinglikeness.”  
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It so resembles and yet differs from the world it represents that it makes us able to 

observe the unobservable, to see the blind spots in a social system that is making the 

distinctions about whether something living is a person or a thing. Thus, if all the world is 

a stage, conversely every stage, every novel—every narrative—is also a world, or at least 

a narrative representation of a world.  In every world, as we saw in the last chapter, 

communicative offerings can be rejected either by the social system or the psychic 

systems with which it interpenetrates. The last chapter dealt with the various ways that an 

individual who is interpenetrated with the social system can decide that the social 

system’s communicative offerings are not information, or can (from the point of view of 

the social system) misinterpret the offerings. Communication is always contingent and 

both reception and understanding are unpredictable, as is the systemic structuring that 

depends upon them. If it is contingent, because an individual who interpenetrates the 

system can reject communications, it is even more uncertain for an individual psychic 

system who is attempting to communicate emotional or physical needs in a manner that is 

unacceptable or unheeded by the social system. Communication, as a three-fold selection, 

requires both an offering and either acceptance or rejection of that offering. The 

difference in understanding between the system offering and the system receiving can 

create what amounts to two different worlds, which remain unavailable and unobtainable 

to each other and almost incommensurable. For the inhabitants of these worlds, the lack 

of communication can be quite tragic.  

Making a Monster: Childhood Trauma, Loss, and Rejection in Child of God 
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“You are either going to have to find some other way to live or some other place in the 

world to do it in”  (CoG 123) 

 That the boundaries that make a worldcould be drawn differently is exactly the 

concern that Child of God exposes as McCarthy explores the communicative events 

which transform a man into a monster.  In a sense,Lester  is the ‘boogie man’, the myth 

that that the social system uses as an exemplar of the unsocialized, those who do not 

accept the social boundaries. However, the stories they tell are what create Lester Ballard. 

It is not that he refuses socialization, but that the social system refuses his efforts to 

understand and conform to the social systemic boundaries that he interpenetrates. ` As 

Niklas Luhmann asserts, in establishing this boundary, a difference between persons and 

objects must always be constituted first, and for this to occur, participation in 

communication [for all parties] becomes indispensable (Luhmann 181). The boundaries 

for who or what is acceptable within the social milieu could be different, depending on 

the stories that the social system tells itself. The boundaries “might include plants and 

animals, the deceased, ghosts, and gods and might exclude more distant humans, 

depending on the extent to which socialization can suggest possibilities of 

communication to the mind” (ToD 181). Edwin T. Arnold refers to Lester as “a necessary 

figure for the community, the scapegoat that embodies their weird alienation and stoked 

violence but also their terrible sadness, their potential nothingness” (Arnold 67). He is a 

scapegoat, exactly in the sense mentioned by the bible. His community, through its 

stories, both excludes him and also attributes all their sins to him.  
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Though the fabula of McCarthy’s novel is fairly straightforward—boy meets girl, 

boy kills girl, boy has sex with girl’s corpse—the structure of the narrative is relatively 

complex for a short novel. It makes for a rather difficult time line and, occasionally, a 

difficult read.  There is no straightforward transmission of ideas, but, as Luhmann points 

out, there is a synthesis involving a threefold selection of information, utterance, and 

either understanding or misunderstanding ((mis)understanding) (TOD 160). Meaning 

arises from the distinctions on all sides of the medium. In other words, for a narrative to 

become a part of the social system, the communicative event must also involve a reader 

to select for understanding or misunderstanding.  Reading also happens in the 

communicative event of socialization. A member of a social group must read what is 

going on around him/her in order to accept and interpret communications about what it is 

to be an accepted (esteemed) member of that groups because ‘[t]he esteem of other 

human beings… becomes an anchorage of requirements for social order, and at the same 

time these requirements vary what is signaled back to the other as a condition of esteem 

or its loss” (SS 236). There are distinctions made within and about this novel for all 

readers to observe, as well as distinctions for elements of the social system known as 

Sevier County, Tennessee.  The structure of the novel invites the reader into that social 

system, using both the radically depersoned narrator mentioned earlier and, in seven of 

the book’s sections, unnamed members of the community. The effect is very like 

listening to a documentary about a serial killer’s life, except that we are, through the 

depersoned narrator, also allowed glimpses of Lester that would be unavailable in a 
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documentary (except perhaps as reenactments).  The reader is often, as Cant notes, “cast 

as a member of a listening group” (Cant 90) listening to stories about Lester’s family and 

the Civil War.  The emphasis that this structure gives to story is a precursor to The 

Crossing, where we are reminded that “all is telling” (TC 155).  The telling of a story is 

the passing on of myth carrying expectations in a social system.   

Lester’s story is not told as a way to understand him and his motives, but as a way 

to capture and tame the violence and pain inherent in the community.  After being forced 

out of the social milieu and left with no ‘other way to live’ and no other place to do it in, 

either, he is reshaped into a mythic scapegoat, like the monstrous White Caps, the 

repository of hate, misogyny, guilt, and shame.  If the characters in the previous chapter 

have decided that the social system is sick, it is certain that Lester accepts the social 

system, and all of its socializing rules, as the epitome of good health and adjustment that 

he is unable to achieve. Lester knows that he, in the eyes of his social system, is the sick 

one. When he finally escapes the caves where he has led the lynching party and become 

lost himself, he turns himself in at a hospital.  He says “I belong here” (cite) and he 

certainly does. He ends up in a mental institution, next door to a “demented gentleman 

who used to open folks’ skulls and eat the brains inside with a spoon” (CoG 193).  

Lester’s monstrousness is neither anything new, nor even particularly horrible in this 

narrative world.  He is simply one of the sick.  

Arnold’s and Cant’s takes on Lester imply an almost deliberate scapegoating of 

Lester from the social system/community with which he interpenetrates. Cant notes that 
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the narrative’s “format … provides McCarthy with an opportunity to explore the relation 

between history, narrative, myth”  (Cant 90) but he does not acknowledge that there is, 

systematically speaking, no clear demarcation between the three. If the text “provides us 

with Lester’s history and his community’s reaction to it” (Cant 90), in order that “history 

may be mythicized  when the community needs to tame the terrible story, to domesticate 

it, to make it ‘safe’…” (Cant 90), the literary narrative also deals with the very real 

history of Tennessee and the South during and after the Civil War. Like Sevier County’s 

past, which has been romanticized into some distant past, made in to a “cultural 

fantasy…instantiated in order that the indiscussible, what is unthinkable and unsayable 

by other means, might surface into discussion” (Heng 2), Ballard’s history is rewritten 

because the community wishes to suppress its role in his making. Both the White Caps 

and Ballard reflect the ugliness of the place and its refusal to accept communication from 

those it does not wish to acknowledge. Lester is rejected by the community from his 

childhood, and the rejection makes his transformation into a monster in human form 

nearly inevitable.  

 From the beginning of the novel, McCarthy writes Lester Ballard as a difficult 

man.  The reader observes a man that is outside of the ‘civilized’ world, acting uncouth 

and looking mean.  Sleeping, not in a house, but a barn, he is immediately occupies a 

place marking him as more bestial than the people around him, and also more so than the 

readers/observers of McCarthy’s novel.  He appears to be apelike as he moves to the 

opening to his barn to watch the auction of his land, and “he is small, unclean, unshaven. 
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He moves in the dry chaff among the dust and slats of sunlight with a constrained 

truculence. Saxon and Celtic bloods. A child of God much like yourself perhaps” (CoG 

4).   There is a subtle refusal of his humanity which, many pages later, becomes clear to 

the reader (if not to Lester’s own narrative neighbors).  The connection comes from the 

description of Lester standing in the forebay of his barn looking out where “[b]ehind him 

there is a rope hanging from the loft” (CoG 4).  This rope is the one that Lester’s father 

used to hang himself. However, this event’s effect on Lester (a nine-year-old child at the 

time) is not only minimized, but, as becomes apparent when ‘listening’ to the stories told 

by his neighbors, dismissed out of hand by his community.  

One of the unnamed narrators recalling Lester remembers that, “They say he 

never was right after his daddy killed himself…We went up there and walking the barn 

and I seen his feet hangin. . . He stood there and watched, never said nothin. He was 

about nine or ten years old at the time…”  (CoG 21) His interpretation of Lester’s 

behavior is that the boy did not care, and in fact he recalls Lester coming for help and that 

he “told it like you’d tell it was rainin out” (CoG 21). In order to make the connection, 

the reader has to follow the trail from the rope to its context, but it is clear that the 

witness, interpenetrated with his social systems expectation for a child’s behavior when a 

parent dies, is oblivious to the boy’s shock, though the man telling the story is still 

clearly, if humorously, shocked by it himself. He narrates the event in graphic detail, 

saying that  “The old man’s eyes was run out on stems like a crawfish and his tongue 

blacker’n a chow dog’s. I wisht if a man wanted to hang hisself he’d do it with poison or 
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somethin so folks wouldn’t have to see such a thing as that”  (CoG 21). A great deal of 

time has passed since the death; Lester, at the beginning of the novel, is a man in his late 

twenties. However, this narrator retains the grisly details of the death. Apparently, so 

does Lester Ballard.  He misses his parents, and misses the feeling of having a home, 

however dysfunctional or stressful that home might have been. In addition, the 

community has done nothing for Lester. Never taken in, never given a new place, he has 

slept in the barn, under that rope, close to the only family connection he has, since his 

father’s loss. 

 His visible, if macabre, need to feel close to his father and to be in the one place 

he feels at home is not an acceptable utterance to the community and they do not receive 

it. Instead, he is desocialized in relation to the community, through the recasting of his 

shock as an inhuman lack of care. At this point he is designated ‘not right.’ The 

designation is more than a name and a description. Lester is both socially and physically 

forced outside of the social boundaries. The social system’s rejection of his 

communicative utterance of grief is brutally realized in this opening scene, as he throws a 

tantrum protesting the loss of his home. When he refuses to stop and let the auction 

continue, one of the bidders lays him out with an ax. He goes on to live in an abandoned 

house on a neighbor’s property, and then, after the house accidentally burns down, he 

literally goes underground into the caves underneath Sevier County. Lester’s othering is 

so complete that he is not allowed the normal outlets for achieving love and family within 

Sevier County. Nell Sullivan, writing about what she calls the “the dead girlfriend motif” 
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of McCarthy’s novels, finds him misogynist and says that McCarthy implies that “Lester 

prefers inanimate or ‘sleeping’ women-women whose movements he alone controls” 

(Sullivan 74), and she says that one proof of this misogyny is that Lester’s first 

‘girlfriend’ is “…scavenged, a victim of carbon monoxide poisoning in the back seat of a 

car” (Sullivan 74). She writes of his interest his dead girlfriend in terms of playing with 

dolls. Sullivan reads Lester’s dressing of the woman and putting her in the window of his 

cabin refuge in the woods as play; “as if she were a giant Barbie doll”  (Sullivan 74) who 

is a ‘playpretty’ and only when he is done playing with her does he resort to sex with one 

“who cannot rebuff his advances” (Sullivan 74). John Cant writes that “Lester Ballard is 

driven by the irresistible appetite of his sexuality”   (Cant 91).  However, Ballard’s choice 

of sleeping arrangements after his father dies argues for a different reading entirely for 

his actions, one that allows for his childhood trauma and his need, not merely for sexual 

contact, but for home and family ties. A number of motifs in the novel lend themelves to 

seeing Ballard not as a misogynistic monster, but as a man whose “economic, social and 

personal circumstances combine to deny [him] any living human outlet for his sexuality” 

(Cant 91), or for his other, very human, desire for a home.   

 While the local folklore about Ballard places him outside of the other people in 

the community, a thing rather than a person, the use of the extradiegetic narrator to reveal 

Lester’s life allows the reader to see Lester at moments of tenderness and loneliness that 

resonate and that allow us to “to arrive at the idea of an analogy between [our] own and 

[Lester’s] foreign [mind]” (ToD 181).  Lester’s narrated life allows the reader to observe 
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that his movement to the outside of the social boundaries makes it impossible for him to 

have the home and family that he seeks. A reader following Ballard’s life and actions 

discovers a constant drive to surround himself with a semblance of family. As a child he 

goes to a carnival where he shows off his skills with a rifle and, in doing so gathers “two 

bears, a tiger, and a small audience” (64). Although his small audience, like the rest of his 

social milieu, fades away, his little collection of stuffed animals follows him until they 

are lost in the big flood years later. As a grown man, eating corn gleaned from the fields,  

“the two bears and the tiger watch from the wall, their plastic eyes shining in the firelight 

and their red flannel tongues out” (CoG 67). This stuffed assemblage is as close as he 

gets to family, and to home. 

 Ballard is so written out of the social system that comprises his neighborhood that 

he does not even find a girlfriend from his near neighbor’s daughters, who, like Ballard, 

are described in non-human terms. The nine girls are named from a medical dictionary; 

Urethra, Cerebella, and Hernia Sue are among the choices (CoG 26). Their humorous 

naming is an observation of a systemic attitude toward women that focuses on their 

bodies, particularly on sexually alluring parts of their bodies, and the names indicate an 

endemic misogyny in Sevier County. Certainly, Ballard is not the only one interested in 

women as sexual objects or ‘toys’.  The narrator tells us that “like cats in heat [the 

women] attracted surrounding swains to their midden until the old man used to go out at 

night and fire a shotgun at random, just to clear the air”  (CoG 26).  They are simply cats 

(a slang term for whores) who, when they reach sexual maturity, are available for sex. 
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The girls themselves use their sex to negotiate some sort of economic protection and 

choice, although their range of choices is limited.  In their social system, choice means 

that the men they go out with have cars of a sort: “…degenerate cars, a dissolute carousel 

of rotting sedans and niggerized convertibles with bluedot taillamps and chrome horns 

and foxtails and giant dice or dashboard demons of spurious fur. All patched up out of 

parts and lowslung and bumping over the ruts” (CoG 27).  Ballard’s  first ‘scavenged’ 

dead girlfriend is found in one of these cobbled together cars, with a boyfriend sporting 

both a condom and a full wallet, indicating that the sex was expected, even without any 

monetary effort from the boyfriend. Remembering Sylder’s ‘dates’ in The Orchard 

Keeper, one wonders if the sex is even entirely consensual.  Ballard, watching 

voyeuristically on their dates in these cars, can see that women are, in this social system, 

essentially powerless and little more than receptacles for men’s pleasure.   

 Ballard, however, does indeed treat the dead woman like a girlfriend, or even a 

wife.  Using the boyfriend’s no longer needed money he buys a nice dress and underwear 

for her. Then he poses her at the window and looks at her in various domestic tableaus.  

More than a doll, she is his partner in playing house, much like the stuffed animals.  His 

willingness to give the corpse a home after he has sex with her is a more domestic and 

loving treatment than she got from the boyfriend.  Lester buys her gifts, and “shares” his 

dinner with her before he has sex with her.  He pours out his heart to her, “into that 

waxen ear, everything he’d ever thought of saying to a woman. Who could say she did 

not hear him” (CoG 88.)? When the house burns, he attempts to save her (interestingly, 
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after he has saved his first ‘family’, the stuffed toys), but he is too late. Shocked and 

alone again, he sits among the ashes, his “eyes dark and huge and vacant” like the lost 

child of his past.(CoG 107).  Lester’s domesticity is thwarted and he moves further out of 

the social milieu. Having had a taste of the life that he wants, and that other men his age 

seem to be able to acquire without effort, he is even more aware of his loneliness and his 

loss. Now he is homeless as well as carless. He has nothing which is, even in the limited 

range of negotiations, worth exchange for sex. He cannot even come up with a quarter to 

look at a girl’s breasts (CoG 29).  As he is reinscribed, through his increasingly limited 

choices, into a murderer, the system makes the refusal of his communications complete.  

 Although much of the novel is taken up with Ballard’s life and his actions, the 

structure also allows the reader/observer to see that the choices are not just limited by 

some lack in Ballard, but by systemic values structured and expressed in stories. Just as 

Ballard is violently and physically rejected at the auction, even as he struggles to express 

his need and loss in some socially understood way, so he is rejected violently and 

rhetorically through the things that the community says about him. These ‘testimonials’ 

reveal how the communicative offering of his own life and actions is interpreted as 

socially ‘out of bounds’.  These stories appear in several ‘documentary’ style narratives 

within the novel. In each of these narrative passages, unnamed people tell the story of 

past events as an explanation for present events and people. These narratives emphasize 

both place and a history that goes beyond one individual life, though they can begin with 

an individual person or act.  
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 One account uses the historically true story of the White Caps in Tennessee to 

account for and describe Lester’s reprobate family, particularly the story of his 

grandfather Leland Ballard, who apparently was a White Cap, as was Leland’s brother. 

The White Caps, a group similar in purpose and tactics to the Ku Klux Klan, were the 

center of a violent period of the real history of Sevier County. White yeoman farmers 

used the anonymity of the White Caps to control and suppress prosperous black men and 

landowners with intimidation, lynching, and other acts of brutality. They were finally 

wiped out by the efforts of Deputy Tom Davis in the early twentieth century. According 

to the ‘witness’ telling this story, Lester is the worst of the Ballards because “[y]ou can 

trace em back to Adam if you want and goddamn if he didn’t outstrip em all” (CoG 81).  

Lester Ballard is linked narratively with what is not only the most violent episode in 

Sevier County, but also the episode most strongly disavowed by the descendants of the 

White Caps.  This rejection of history also takes place through narrative, and Sheriff Fate, 

who is fascinated with this period in history, becomes the medium through which this 

period in history is both explored and disavowed, as well as the medium revealing Lester 

Ballard’s own rejection by the community where he was born.  

 Communication in a social system includes the stories that the community tells 

about itself and where it sets its boundary values.  In Child of God, a Luhmannian reading 

reveals interactions between the levels of narration that in turn reveal a representation of 

a social system that has set certain things outside the boundary values of the community 

through narrative reinscription. In addition to Lester’s story, the story of the White Caps 
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and their role in Sevier County delivers a narrative of distinction that is both factual and 

fictional, nicely illustrating the functional interzone between the two. Such a relation 

reminds the reader that social systems always constitute their own elements. As Luhmann 

points out, “representation of boundaries serves to order the constitution of elements; 

they make it possible to assess which elements form in the system…”(SS 195).  In a 

meaning system, such as a social system, language, as medium, carries the paradoxical 

ability to describe and form the world, removing the distance implied by observation 

between observer and observed and fully entwining both as performative operations 

within the system. The novel’s epistemological experiment lies in its exploration of the 

ways a social system cognizes what is socialized within that system and how social 

distinctions are set and metamorphose through narrative. When the sheriff tells Ballard 

that “you are either going to have to find some other way to live or some other place in 

the world to do it in” (CoG 123), he is essentially repeating a choice given to the black 

residents of Sevier County by the White Caps. However, Ballard, like them, is tied to the 

place, lacking either skills or funds to move from the county and find ‘some other way to 

live’. 

 This injunction itself communicates that Ballard is someone not only unwelcome 

in the community, but already outside the boundaries of the socially acceptable. Sheriff 

Fate makes Ballard’s criminality very clear; “failure to comply with a court order, public 

disturbance, assault and battery, public drunk, rape” (CoG 56) and Ballard answers, “I 

ain’t done nothing…You just got it in for me” (CoG 56). Critics have interpreted Fate’s 
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list of Lester Ballard’s crimes as a foretelling of the murders and Ballard’s evil, however, 

Ballard is right. Up until this point, the only one of the crimes of which he is probably 

guilty, at least without mitigation, is drunkenness (certainly not the most uncommon 

thing for a man in Sevier County). Fate’s invitation to murder is, instead, a 

communication that this will become the only way for Ballard to live, or at least to have 

something like the lives that other men have. His other choices have been constrained by 

the system’s reinscription of him as a criminal, out of bounds and no longer constituted as 

an element of the system. His status is in question, not only as a member of the Sevier 

County social system, but as human being at all. Instead, he is well on his way to being 

narratively transformed into a monster.  

 Where can he go when his home has rejected him? He retreats deeper into the 

land itself, to the caves, where “the walls with their softlooking convolutions, slavered 

over as they were with wet and bloodred mud, had an organic look to them, like the 

innards of same great beast” (CoG 135). Sullivan figures the caves as feminine control 

that Lester seeks to escape, because “the caves resemble the generative female body”  

(Sullivan 76) and sees him as a man who seeks control of women, even when he begins 

wearing their clothes and “incarnates his victims’ femininity” (Sullivan 76); however, 

one could also read that incarnation as a communication about the social system and the 

way it treats women. Lester understands, because of his own rejection and d isplacement, 

that the social system disrespects and disregards those they see as weak, including 

women. The women that he kills and takes as ‘lovers’ also have their domestic desires 
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and longings perverted and ultimately rejected, just like Ballard’s. In his womb-like 

environment, Lester arranges his victims “on ledges or pallets of stone” where they “lay 

like saints” (CoG 135). He offers them a place of honor and respect that neither he nor 

they get in the community.  Because the bodies are not found until 1965 (the year that 

Lester dies from pneumonia), Lester is not charged with any crimes. Instead he is 

incarcerated in a mental hospital in Knoxville. When he dies, he becomes, quite literally, 

a body without organs as his body is given to medical students, and “he was laid out on a 

slab and flayed, eviscerated, dissected. . . His entrails were hauled forth and delineated 

and the four young students who bent over him like those haruspices of old perhaps saw 

monsters worse to come in their configurations” (CoG 194). Lester’s monsterhood is not 

something that simply happens or is inevitable at his birth. Instead, he is systematically 

narrated outside his own social world, beginning with denial of his trauma at finding his 

father, and continuing as he is accused of criminality and constantly harassed by the 

sheriff, and culminating in a complete denial of him as a  functioning adult male in his 

social system. This denial, combined with his deep need for home becomes the driving 

force behind Lester’s serial killings. There is no other way that he can be with a 

woman.Lester Ballard completely metamorphoses from person into monster through the 

narrative distinctions made by the social system and the system’s rejection of his 

utterances.  

 As we follow Ballard’s path through the novel, we see that he is still attempting to 

communicate that he is a lost orphan child and that he is led to kill by an increasingly 
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pathological inability to meet his emotional needs. For Lester, the inward perception of 

his place in Sevier County is intricately tied up with loss and displacement. In some 

sense, Lester lacks “a formalized sense of space and place” (Tuan 268), because he is not 

allowed a normal role in the social milieu. Yi-Fu Tuan, in writing about geography and 

humanism, explores the sort of people who “can find their way in their world, but this 

ability is not transformed into knowledge that can be passed on verbally…” (Tuan 268). 

Lester, in an emotional and social sense, is in the same position. He can perform the roles 

he desires, but not with someone who demands verbal as well as physical interaction.  As 

Dianne Luce notes, “most necrophiles do not love or find arousing death itself…it is 

human connection…they desire” (Luce 162). Socialization within the social system of 

Sevier County has led Lester Ballard to certain expectations as a man, including the 

expectation that an adult man would become a husband and father. Characters such as the 

dumpkeeper, who is vile, dirty, and incestuous, certainly make it clear that the 

requirements for family men are pretty low. Ballard’s poverty and ostracism simply make 

it impossible for him to meet even these miserable minimums.  

 Because Ballard is an orphan child from terrible circumstances, he becomes the 

perfect scapegoat for the community. In the book of Leviticus in the bible, the scapegoat 

has all the sins of the community laid upon its head. Ballard has the sins of the 

community interpenetrated into his being, and inscribed onto him through the stories told 

by the community. Stories which not only link him to the White Caps, but that implicate 

his grandfather and great uncle in the despicable history of Sevier county make it clear 
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that the sins of the fathers, not only his, but the entire community’s ancestors, are being 

laid to his account. The narrator’s aside during the flood marks the community’s role in 

Lester Ballard: “See him. You could say that he is sustained by his fellow men like 

you…A race that gives suck to the maimed and the crazed, that wants their wrong blood 

in its history and will have it. But they want this man’s life” (CoG  156) ‘They want this 

man’s life’ is an ambiguous statement. Yes, the community outwardly wants Ballard for 

the killings, but it also has given rise to him and his maimed and crazed response to his 

loneliness. It has acted as if it wanted him to be the man he is, and to focus the violence, 

craziness, and isolation of the community into his person.  r Ballard’s problem is not that 

he rejects the social system. On the contrary, he is completely interpenetrated with his 

social system and its expectations for a male living in Sevier country.  

 His socialization does not depend upon direct interaction or education. In fact, as 

Luhmann writes, socialization simply requires the acceptance of the social system’s 

communications about what is appropriate behavior and expectations. However, because 

the system does not recognize Lester Ballard, and refuses his communicative offerings 

about his desire for home and family, he effectively becomes ‘desocialized’ and 

constituted as something not like other humans in Sevier County. Instead he becomes 

something closer to the animals and plants in the surrounding countryside. The reader, 

thanks to McCarthy’s impersonal and non-specified narrator is able to observe Lester in 

moments of existential despair and need when he becomes more like the animals around 

him than he is like the human beings in his social milieu. When he aims his rifle at a 
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small bird, “an old foreboding made him hold. Mayhaps the bird felt it too. It flew. Small. 

Tiny. Gone” (CoG 25). When he becomes very low on money and hungry “he and the 

doves [go] husbanding among the chewed and broken [corn] stalks and he gather[s] 

several sackfuls” (CoG 40). He chases robins in the snow, laughing and playing like a 

child. When in the caves he wonders about the stars, “what stuff they were made of, or 

himself” (CoG  141). He watches hawks mate and thinks that they are fighting, because 

he does not know that hawks mate (CoG 169). He is so lonely that when he sees the 

fields turning green in the spring “Squatting there he let his head down between his knees 

and he began to cry” (CoG 170).  His place in the non-human world only makes his pain 

and loneliness at his isolation from the other humans that occupy Sevier County more 

acute. He has been effectively,constituted on the non-human side of the human/non-

human border, through the stories told about him.  

Because communication only succeeds when the three selections are completed, 

“participation in this occurrence—whether as a source of information, as an utterer, or as 

someone who understands the utterance in relation to information—is the basis of all 

socialization” (SS 243). Ballard is designated as something wild, outside the human 

social system, because his communicative offerings are not accepted as utterance, and 

when they are ‘heard’ they are not considered information. Instead they are reinscribed in 

monstrous and bestial terms. The association with the history of the White Caps also 

makes reference to a time in the South when non-white humans were excluded from the 

social system through the same refusal of utterance. They simply went unheard. Bruce 
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Clarke points out in Posthuman Metamorphosis: Narrative and Systems that it is possible 

to “relativize the human by coupling it to some other order of being” (3).  However, for 

social systems, there is no need to couple the human to some other order of being or to 

relativize it, because humanity, like all social communicative structures, is always 

contingent on the threefold selection of communication.. Following the link between the 

real Sevier County and the fictionalized one reveals a strong and very real societal blind 

spot about narrative. The novel, as a work of art, makes observable the manner in which 

stories told within a social system both inform and form the social system. Ballard forms, 

through socialization in the behaviors and expectations of the social system, a schema of 

what it means to be a man in Sevier County.  However, as Luhmann points out 

“socialization is also determined by which value of the schema becomes the dominating 

experience—whether…it is the experience of being able to understand or that of never 

understanding, the hope of success based on earlier experiences or the fear of failure, or 

the possibility of being able to provoke attraction or the experience of an aversion that is 

independent of one’s own behavior and that one can therefore do nothing about” (SS 

243). Ballard’s experience of the schema becomes dominated by the negative Even 

though every communication makes some claim on the system, the system can refuse to 

acknowledge it, and when Ballard is constituted a scapegoat, he becomes a figure of 

aversion that he cannot change. Ballard illustrates that “meaning boundaries are at the 

disposal of the system. [Regulation of the boundaries] occurs in the relationship of 

expectational structures and communication processes” (SS 197), and though Ballard can 
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try to follow all the expectations set up for him, he cannot change the values that the 

system assigns for him. When others see him, they see a “misplaced and loveless simian 

shape” (20). He is a beast, bearing only a passing resemblance to a human. Ballard 

understands and wishes to carry out the expected social structures, but his 

communications are rejected and the process of growth as a human male is foreclosed for 

any direction that would allow him to be acceptable.  

 One aspect of social systems theory focuses on the positive effect of making the 

connection between humans and other orders of being something that decentralizes and 

desacralizes the human in relation to nature. McCarthy’s novel reveals that social 

communications have always linked humans with other orders of being, but instead of 

making the boundaries more permeable to the non-human world, it simply allows the 

social system to dehumanize certain people and to assign them outside the acceptable 

social systemic boundaries. Paradoxically, by focusing on Lester Ballard, who is 

described in perfect high-humanist language as a child of God, the novel allows us to see 

that the narratives used in society perform this function at all levels. McCarthy’s use of a 

human being as beast/monster reveals that in the non-modern constitution/construction of 

society the distinction human/non-human no longer has an ontological weight,  because, 

as Luhmann posits, being is simply a choice of observation.  Make another distinction 

and ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ shift positions (ToD 123).  Latour’s concept of actors helps 

make the observational distinction clearer, since, depending on the distinction made by 

the second order observer, a thing may be either object or subject. Child of God reveals 
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blind spots in our own social mythos  about how we define who is an acceptable person 

through making Lester a subject (for the reader) even as the narrative world which he 

occupies constructs him as an object. This conjoining of resonance and resistance opens 

up possibilities not only in the novel, but within the wider social system where the novel 

is part of the autopoietic becoming performed by language.   

Beyond Genealogy: Suttree’s Escape from the Past and His Masculine Construction  

 Cornelius Suttree is a man who seems to reject not only communication from the 

social system, but in reality he is trying to be the kind of man he believes he should be; 

strong, in control of himself, and invulnerable to emotional influences. His move into the 

McAnally Flats is an attempt to escape what he considers feminizing and weakening 

forces in his life. He has left his wife, his child, his mother and father to occupy not just 

the underbelly, but the functional cloaca of Knoxville Tennessee; McAnally Flats and the 

Tennessee River. In doing so, he has made a choice to control the opportunities for 

socialization in his upper-class Knoxville social system, through immersing himself in a 

poisonous subsystem of death, drunkenness, and abuse. He does not feel that he fits in 

with his own social milieu, and its brand of masculinity, so he declares it a sick society 

and seeks to escape its socializing efforts. In effect, he has chosen a style of isolationist 

masculinity that effectively rejects the expectations of the social system that surrounds 

him and sets up a system of conflict in the relationship between Suttree’s life choices and 

his father’s world. If Lester Ballard is the scapegoat for his system, Suttree has decided 

that his system, not he, is sick, and scapegoats all his faults on to others. The novel 
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Suttree is structured to open up a window to observe a man who is not only fascinated 

with death and decay, but who so immerses himself in it as to inhabit a living death 

which he hopes is immune to communication from others. However, immersion in the 

Flats and the river becomes a communicative offering that allows Suttree not only to 

understand the ‘otherSuttree’ that haunts him, but also allows him to accept himself and 

the love and care of others.  The novel’s structure reveals Suttree’s character through his 

relationship with the river, his relationships with other people, and ultimately through his 

purgative meeting with judgment during his illness. His escape from what he sees as the 

emasculating roles of husband, father, and worker leads him to the Flats, but the Flats 

communicate a world of abjection, plunging Suttree into that world and eventually 

washing away his fear of the feminine, allowing Suttree to become fully realized as a 

human person. 

 Suttree practices alienation as an iconic form of masculinity. The hero must not be 

afraid to be cut off from others. Within social systems theory, the system and its 

environment (including psychic systems) always interpenetrate and therefore there can be 

no real alienation. However, the social system does allow for and indeed, need, systems 

of contradiction and conflict, because they also have a form and therefore are a 

communication in themselves, if only of other possibilities for the system. Within the 

social system of Knoxville, Tennessee, as structured within the novel, there are masculine 

expectations which often contradict one another. In order to be a man, one must be able 

to hold one’s liquor, be controlled in anger, passionate with women, and, above all, 
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control one’s emotions. Adult men will practice these traits in order to be responsible 

members of society, and they will control and channel their emotions and desires in order 

to be socially acceptable workers, husbands, and fathers. However, these injunctions to 

modify the iconic masculinity can be misunderstood or miscommunicated and, as in 

Cornelius Suttree’s case, seen as a loss of identity and freedom.  For Suttree, the feminine 

or compassionate part of his personality is unbearable and must be avoided at all costs. 

He seeks the Flats as a place to fully realize his manhood, but his fear, coupled with the 

abjection of the place, causes Suttree to inhabit a living death which will eventually lead 

to his decomposition and allow him to accept his own compassionate self. In releasing 

himself to abjection, he becomes a complete person. 

 A man, like Suttree, who interprets societal expectations for growth as a loss of 

masculine strength, must escape the civilizing and limiting influences of his social 

system, because, “there is a basic clash between bourgeois civilization and men. Men fear 

that their basic identity will be destroyed if they become too absorbed into the warp and 

woof of society” (Horrocks 67).  Suttree isolates himself from that possibility by leaving 

for the McAnally Flats. Suttree’s concern for his identity and his value is manifested in 

his fascination with his dead twin and in his fear that “the dead would take the living with 

them if they could” (Suttree 13).  His father tells him, “the world is run by those willing 

to take the responsibility for the running of it” (Suttree 15) and that life is found in that 

responsibility and work, not in the streets, which are “nothing but a dumbshow composed 

of the helpless and impotent” (Suttree 16). Some critics, such as John Cant, have asserted 
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that Suttree must escape that bourgeois identity, and that he is seeking life by resisting 

and rejecting his “father’s vision of the world”(Cant 107), but his father is almost never 

mentioned, once the premise for Suttree’s presence is established. Instead, Suttree is 

fascinated with and afraid of his dead twin, or the ‘otherSuttree’ that is constantly with 

him.  To look at the lives of the poverty-stricken and isolated people of McAnally Flats 

as anything but a living death or a ‘dumbshow’ of an independent and hope ful life is 

actually a romanticization of the poor that comforts and justifies the dominant white 

culture. The people in McAnally Flats are there precisely because they have no other way 

to live and no other place to do it in. Suttree is there to drown out the voices that he feels 

weaken and detract from his masculinity. Catherine Bates paraphrases Julia Kristeva by 

stating that “abjection is the borderline state, occupied by phobic revulsions, where an 

ever-emergent self struggles against being resubmerged” (Bates 5). McCarthy is trying to 

submerge his emotional self, but the abjection of the Flats refuses to let it drown. In fact, 

Mother She’s potion brings back Suttree’s memory of his twin’s funeral, “the sleeping 

doll, the white bonnet, the lace, the candlelight” (Suttree 429). In his dream, he sees a 

little girl take up the baby and take it “through the halls crooning it a lullaby, the long 

lace burial dress trailing behind her to the floor” (Suttree 429).  He does not remember 

being afraid of the baby until the adults are angry with the little girl for worrying about 

and caring for the child. The fear of emotion and caring, and its association with death, 

stays with him still in his adulthood. Now, the memory is strong enough to send him back 

to the river, to “lay with his feet together and his arms at his sides like a dead king on the 
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altar” (Suttree 430) in his houseboat. Only a living death can make caring for the dead 

bearable, and Suttree has, unwittingly embraced that feminine aspect that a patriarchal 

culture, afraid of death, dirt, and, decomposition, has exiled to the McAnally Flats and 

attempted to submerge in the Tennessee River.  

 The strongest symbol of living death is the Tennessee River itself. Suttree chooses 

to live in a houseboat that is situated right on the river, “flowing past out there, Cloaca 

Maxima” (Suttree 13) and, in this great sewer, identifies with “[d]eath by drowning, the 

ticking of a dead man’s watch” (13). He sees himself as a creature different from other 

men, a breech birth “[h]ind end fore in common with whales and bats, life forms meant 

for other mediums than the earth and having no affinity for it” (Suttree 14). He is, to his 

mind, already dead, and belongs, like the corpse pulled from the waters, in the river itself. 

He seems to revel in his misery, in that his brother is “in the limbo of the Christless 

righteous, [he] in a terrestrial hell” (Suttree 13). The abjection of the river prefigures 

many of the events in Suttree’s life, and makes the identification between that life and the 

Tennessee unmistakable. Walter Sullivan writes that “within the ordinary world where 

most of us parse out our days—Knoxville, Tennessee, in the case of Suttree—McCarthy 

builds another twilight kingdom, a land of evil and viciousness and dark motivations, an 

outpost of rebellion both mundane and spiritual against the status quo” (Sullivan 342). 

The description of rebellion against the status quo makes Suttree heroic for choosing a 

place where “the rules are hard but simple: exploit no one and be not exploited, avoid 

money and steady employment, kiss no one’s ass” (Langley 80). However, the 
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desperation of the Flats and its inhabitants seems to argue not for a rebellion against the 

status quo, but rather the status quo’s rejection of them and attempts to remove them from 

the life which Suttree’s father describes.  The people of the Flats are exploited all the 

time, used as cheap labor, sources of booze and sex, and consigned to the ‘terrestrial hell’ 

that Suttree now inhabits. In addition, Suttree does not avoid money, but instead, 

becomes Joyce’s pimp as well as her lover exploiting her for material status, however 

fleeting it may be.  Suttree is not rejecting money or success, but he is rejecting the loss 

of masculine independence that he perceives to be the cost. Like a modern Huck Finn, he 

wants to escape civilizing influences and maintain his masculine independence on the 

river. Leslie Harper Worthington identifies Suttree as an adult Huck, on “quests for 

freedom and individuality…against a predefined American identity” (Worthington 69).  

Like Huck, Suttree associates that American identity with feminine influence and the 

limits that a family imposes.  Ironically, trying to escape those feminizing limits leads 

him into abject territory, a wasteland where everything is either dead or dying and any 

kind of rebellion really is a ‘dumbshow’. The inhabitants of McAnally Flats are all 

feminized in relation to the dominant male culture. Objectified and disposable, they are 

forced out to the edge of the city along a river prone to floods, and they are always on the 

edge of being washed away. The Flats exist as a way to expel the excrement of 

Knoxville, both literally and socially.    

 The detritus that floats along in Knoxville’s ‘Cloaca Maxima’ reflects the detritus 

of Suttree’s life. Condoms for a man who likes sex but likes neither women nor babies 
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(especially babies), dead bodies for the man who considers himself dead and dead babies 

for a man whose only child has died. Suttree is intertwined into this filthy place, “felt 

little more than yet another artifact leached out of the earth and washed along, draining 

down out of the city” (Suttree 306). He is aware that he has joined the excretory life that 

the city has washed out of itself into the river. The river and the riverfront form “the terra 

damnata of the city’s dead alchemy” (Suttree 306). However, he does not recognize how 

strongly feminine the place is. If he had, it is not the place he would have chosen for his 

hideout, because the feminine part of himself is what he wishes to escape.   

 Even as Suttree performs his patriarchal masculinity through his silence, isolation, 

anti- feminininity, and his rejection of familial ties, he is communicating fear and 

weakness, a fear that he will lose his own identity, the part that is “not like [John], not 

like Carl” (Suttree 18) but is wholly himself. His need for family feels suffocating to him 

because he perceives his social system as denigrating that need. Part of the reason that he 

is perceived by critics as at least partially heroic in his rebellion and isolation is because 

he fulfills so many societal expectations for the heroic male, perhaps most directly in his 

rejection of his father’s bourgeois values and lifestyle. He thinks that he is seeking a 

simpler sort of life, where dealing with “fulfilling the physiological needs of survival ( 

air, water, food, sleep, shelter, sex), then, like ancient man, he will have no time or 

energy for higher needs, such as love, belonging, and self-actualization” (Worthington 

83).  However, that simplicity is denied him, because it does not exist. If he is ever to 

have a complete life, he must learn to be a complete person. Unlike the other inhabitants 
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of the Flats, who are trapped in their existence by the boundary values of a social system 

that refuses to fully accept them as human beings.   

 Societal expectations for men and their rejection of the feminine are often not 

only difficult for men, but, according to some psychotherapists and theorists such as 

Roger Horrocks, tremendously damaging for the men who try to fulfill them. Horrocks 

writes about the assumption of such an isolated masculinity as an injunction to “deaden 

yourself, show no feelings, do not speak…the hero is obliged to suffer in silence, to show 

no tears, ask for no compassion” (Horrocks 77). Suttree fulfills all of these requirements, 

especially the requirement to deaden himself through alcohol and superficial male 

camaraderie, as well as generally impersonal and businesslike sex.  He flees from family, 

not only his mother and father, and he walks away from the mother of his child. The 

reader finds out about Suttree’s son only with the child’s death. His reaction is not for the 

loss of the child, but for the similarity between the child and himself as “the words 

Suttree funeral had caused him to let the receiver fall away from his ear” (Suttree 152), in 

a phobic reaction to hearing his own death announced. His son’s death threatens to br ing 

up parts of his identity that he wishes to submerge. His one memory of the boy is vague 

and impersonal, and his grief can only take place in the form a self-pitying drunkenness. 

He ends up spending the night alone and drinking because the Sheriff “invest[s] five 

dollars in your absence…because the man whose daughter’s life you ruined happens to 

be a friend of mine” (Suttree 157).  Suttree has ruined his wife’s life by  rejecting a life 
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with her as a member of a family. Where Lester kills to obtain some simulacrum of love 

and life, Suttree rejects life and family, seeking some simulacrum of death instead.  

 Suttree’s rejection of family shows in all his relationships with women. First he 

turns away from his mother, scapegoating both his father and his mother’s side of the 

family for his contempt and fear, then he turned that contempt and fear on his own 

nascent family. The other two relationships shared in the novel, that with Wanda on the 

houseboat and that with the hooker, Joyce, also reveal this need  to control and abuse 

them. He sends Wanda away because, “you’ll get pregnant” (Suttree 355), and yet, three 

weeks later he gives in to her desires without any thought of the consequences for her. He 

simply does not want to be a member of a family, even one that so exactly mirrors the life 

on the Flats, drifting like bits of flotsam on the river. When she dies, he reacts with anger, 

telling her father not to touch her (find cite) and  also by running away from the family’s 

grief. In the family’s skiff, “he sat...and held his hands in his lap with the dark blood 

crusted on the upturned palms” (Suttree 363).The blood on his hands is a sign of rebuke 

for the carelessness with which he treated her, and he will not go back to care for the 

grieving family, nor to bury his lover.  Like Culla Holmes on his path, “[h]e was a man 

with no plans for going back the way he came nor telling any soul at all what he had 

seen” (Suttree 363). With Joyce, his using becomes more overt. She is a whore and he 

never thinks of her any other way. She is not only a sexual object for him, but also a way 

for him to begin to make the money he craves without accepting the lifestyle of 

responsibility that he has rejected. She gives him free sex and she also pays for his new 
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clothes and shoes. Suttree, having found a money-making endeavor which leaves him 

free to lounge in the apartment that her tricks pay for, enjoys the lifestyle of a pimp, even 

adopting the wardrobe and the car, all on her back. However, he is unprepared for the life 

of couplehood that they adopt, and for the fact that she might actually be in love with 

him. At one point, Joyce suddenly becomes fat and “she seemed always bearing her 

douchebag about with the hose bobbling obscenely and the bag flapping like a great 

bladder. Her ablutions were endless” (Suttree 404). Both her sudden weight gain and the 

douching indicate a possible pregnancy, since, during the 1950s, various types of douches 

were used both as birth control methods and as attempts to induce abortions (Reagan 

208). She becomes both emotional and domestic. Although the douching indicates that 

she is concerned that Suttree will leave her if she is unable to work, she talks of getting a 

job, but Suttree does not. Instead, he is concerned because “[t]he figures in the savings 

account book began to unreel backwards” (409).  In the end, she finds that despite the 

“half –so testaments of love renewed” (Suttree 405), the trip to the mountains is the 

closest that she will get to a honeymoon, at least with Suttree. When no child comes, and 

their life returns to normal, with money coming in, Joyce reacts against the material 

goods that Suttree seems to want more than her, destroying his car and ripping up money 

(find page).  Suttree reacts as he always does to a demand for commitment. He “take[s] 

up his membership among the dead” (Suttree 405) and returns to the river. His 

homecoming is ushered in by the old madman who pronounces judgment on all; “he’s 

back, God spare his blackened soul, another hero home from the whores. Come to cool 
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his heels in the river with the rest of the sewage” (Suttree 411). This description is about 

the best description of Suttree and the state of his relationships with the world around him 

that could be given. 

 Suttree’s last encounter with a woman is ins tigated by Ab Jones. Ab is probably 

the closest to the hero myth in the novel. He fights for his manhood, because attention 

must be paid to his existence, even if only in order to fight with him. However, his is a 

losing quest, as the prevailing social system absorbs his protest and isolates it in 

McAnally Flats. His communication is heard and interpreted by the prevailing system of 

law and order as dangerous. Suttree admires him for his backbone, his refusal to yield, 

even though it will ultimately end in death, and perhaps he identifies with that need to 

fight the forces that lessen manhood. Mother She will not come for Ab, because she 

knows that he will inevitably die.  However, she does offer a vision to Suttree, because he 

“can walk…But you caint see where you goin” (Suttree 423). He knows that Ab will not 

kill Tarzan, but he does not see Ab’s death coming. Suttree mourns for Ab as he does all 

people that he loves, by leaving. He notes signs of death all around as “small bodies that 

the cold has kept went soft with rot, a cat’s balding hide that tautened and dried cloven to 

the meatless ribs…” (Suttree 447). His vision has also confronted him with his fear of his 

other self, as embodied in the twin. He moves in to an old hotel and “[h]e went out 

seldomer, his money dribbled away” (Suttree 447).  He has left the river, but it has not 

left him. After years of eating the fish and drinking the river water, Suttree is taken ill 
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with typhoid fever, and he enters a purgative state, his own bodily fluids flowing from 

him like a river; “first his nose began to bleed nor could he stop it” (Suttree 448).  

 As Suttree sinks into his illness, he is truly alone, with a landlord that just wants 

him to pay his bills or leave. However, there is an interesting shift in perspective. Suttree, 

so uninterested in love and commitment, is now helpless and needs people.  And in his 

need he finds and begins love. For instance, J-Bone’s sense of friendship and obligation 

is so great that he even risks infection and death to get Suttree to a hospital, dressing him 

when he is “bleeding from the ass…a crimson stain was about Suttree’s pale and naked 

haunches” (Suttree 451) and convincing a cabby that Suttree is just drunk. That bodily 

purgation is accompanied by a fevered dream-state that reveals a spiritual purgation as 

well. Suttree, perhaps subconsciously equating his bleeding with menstruation, 

hallucinates that he is being  “voided by an enormous livercolored cunt with prehensile 

lips that pumped softly like some levantine bivalve” (Suttree 452).  After being 

eliminated as some indiscriminate gout of blood, the dream-Suttree confronts his own 

pain and also his lack of responsibility First, he offers an amusing and evasive answer 

when queried about his hanged greatuncle Jeffrey, that “he was taking part in a public  

function when the platform gave away” (Suttree 454). Then, when confronted with a 

charge of ‘lycanthropy’ or wolfish behavior, he moans “it was never me” (Suttree 455), 

until he sees the ‘turtles’ who “are not turtles. Oh God, they’re not turtles” (Suttree 455).  

He meets with his dead friends, and realizes that he’d “bewray the tribe of them to the 

high almight God who ledgers up our deeds in leatherbound daybook” (Suttree 457). In 
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some manner, all the souls, including Suttree’s are junk, destined to be burned, as the 

coalvendor is now death, in his wagon with a “a paler horse in the traces” (Suttree 455), 

and Suttree disclaims them, screaming “I was drunk” (Suttree 457).  Suttree, as always, is 

evading responsibility for those whom he loves, and those who love him. However, he 

finally discovers that “there is one Suttree and one Suttree only” (Suttree 461).With this 

revelation, he can start to realize how damaged his life is, to realize that even Ab had 

someone to weep when he died, whereas Suttree is in the hospital under an alias to evade 

his family, and “Suttree alone in the dark with his death, and who will come to weep the 

grave of an alias? Or lay one flower down” (Suttree 460).  Suttree has become abject in 

himself, bleeding and excreting. Weakened and in need of care, he finally allows that 

submerged self to rise to the surface and he can accept that he needs more than the basic 

needs of life in order to be fully himself. He needs to love others and to be loved.  

 After his recovery, Suttree leaves the hospital with J-Bone, and, judging from the 

last scene, he does not return to his river home again. J-Bone and J-Bone’s mother 

provide home and care when Suttree believes he has no one. It is significant that when 

Suttree leaves for the west, he only stops and says goodbye to one person, a man who has 

no need to deny himself, Trippin Through the Dew. The two men “stood there holding 

hands in the middle of the street” (468). In that moment, Suttree is not only letting go of 

Knoxville and McAnally Flats, but also letting go of a blind spot in his life about what it 

means to be a man.  He comes to a man who has no need for masculine trappings, who 

offers him money, and wishes him luck. Suttree, for the first time in this novel, 
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approaches someone as a human being, calling Trippin Through the Dew by his Christian 

name, John. Now he walks “until there was nothing left of him to shed. It was all gone” 

(468). Suttree is a man who has decided that he is sick, but that his social system is as 

well. His desire to escape his socialization into his system becomes a need to shed 

himself completely.  When he is with Mother She, one of his visions that “his spine was 

sucked from his flesh and fell clattering to the floor like a jointed china snake” by this 

“succubus” (Suttree 427) and it is true. He has lost that stubborn blindness about his own 

masculinity which he had believed was his backbone and learned to nourish some “corner 

of clemency” (BM 299).  However, “an enormous lank hound had come out of the 

meadow by the river like a hound from the depths” (Suttree 471). Even as he goes west, 

he, and the men in McCarthy’s western novels,  will be confronted with the same 

masculine expectations and the same violence and contempt toward women.   He will 

always be flying from the “huntsman” self that he has left behind.  

Nothing but a Bag of Bones: Billy Parham and Ardenthearted Loss. 

 If Cornelius Suttree is a sort of adult Huck Finn, fleeing the adult loves and 

responsibilities, Billy Parham is a different sort of man entirely. He is domestic, 

responsible, and family-oriented.  He ends up isolated from other people because he 

believes that his secret desires are unacceptable and yet he will not give them up. Even 

though he is offered communications of love, acceptance, and home, he does not receive 

them. Instead, he takes on a role of always trying to win the love and respect of 

emotionally damaged and unavailable men, and he ends up brokenhearted and alone. 
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Unfortunately, domesticity and care are the traits that men are supposed to avoid. Instead, 

cowboy heroes are supposed to be ‘ardenthearted’ in the way that Billy’s predecessor in 

the Border Trilogy, John Grady Cole, is; a man that replicates the “assertion of 

toughness, stoicism, courage” (Horrocks 18).  Billy Parham would like to conform to his 

social system’s male expectations, but his deep need to love and be loved interferes with 

his ability to do so. There are, as Horrocks attests, “rewards for conformity and 

punishment for transgression” (Horrocks 18) and the punishments that Billy fears are 

isolation, loneliness, and loss. He desperately wants to keep the people and way of life 

that he loves safe, close, and unchanged. However, his perception of how he should be is 

formed by the expectations within the social system with which he is interpenetrated. He 

should be stoic, capable, unemotional, and, above all, silent.  His needs for relationship 

and conformity are in conflict and they leave him in an emotional no-man’s land that, 

ironically, leads to the very things he fears most. Because he is afraid his communications 

of need will be rejected by the people whose approval he seeks, he performs stoic silence, 

isolating himself from those men, but also making him unable to recognize gestures of 

affection from others who offer them. He falls into a communicative trap where he seeks 

approval and love from iconically masculine men who are unable to fill his desires and 

rejects the love and acceptance of others who see his good heart. He embodies the 

traditional and iconic divide between masculine and feminine expectations  

 As critics as diverse as John Cant, Dianne Luce, Jay Ellis, and Ashley Bourne 

have noted, social expectations are often intimately intertwined with the landscapes in 
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which McCarthy’s characters dwell. His realistic settings become, as Bourne points out in 

her discussion of the Border Trilogy, “the most striking character[s] in the [Border 

Trilogy] novels” (Bourne 109) and form the human characters and their identities in often 

disturbing ways. The landscapes of New and Old Mexico in this novel have something to 

say, often violently, and they inform and shape part of what the characters do and who 

they become.  Bourne writes that the experience of place that is “eventmental’ constantly 

in flux”  as the point where time and space come together, and the struggle for identity, 

which “longs for stability, a fixed sense of place and self” (Bourne 109). As Lawrence 

Buell points out in The Environmental Imagination, this shaping becomes a two-way 

street, for “place is something we are always in the process of finding and always 

perforce creating in some degree as we find it” (260). For men whose interpenetrating 

social system values independence, freedom, and solitude a stable masculine identity can 

fix a sense of self that is paradoxically only really comfortable in unstable or ‘wild’ 

places. The experience of life in these places reinforces the masculine stereotypes and 

reveals the break between masculine and feminine in the home. The distance between the 

two is revealed in the relationship between Billy’s parents. His father is always out, 

riding, tracking, working, while the mother never seems to leave the kitchen. She 

experiences the wilderness through her husband and sons, and the experience is generally 

that of worry for those who are outside of her domestic sphere. Billy, while emulating his 

father in his work and his solitude, also emulates his mother in his worry over and love of 

his brother. He performs the tension between desire and experience that Bourne writes 
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about. Billy Parham becomes one of McCarthy’s homeless men because he is driven by a 

desire for a stable home and he is unable to create that outcome, mainly because in his 

male silence, he can find no acceptable way to communicate his desire to those he cares 

about.  

 Space and place figure into the novel, The Crossing, both as a function of Billy 

Parham’s desires and the interpenetrating expectations that he perceives as boundaries to 

them. Space, in this context, describes the physical environment, and place is the 

experience of that environment by individuals. The descriptions of Hidalgo County, New 

Mexico are accurate and place the Parham boys in a fairly specific space and time. In 

addition to this specificity, their placement in a county bordering Mexico shadows their 

lives with a border identity. Billy within Hidalgo County is a part of world that is only 

just acquiring fixed boundaries at the time in which the novel is set, and “human-drawn 

boundaries usually violate both subjectively felt reality and the biotic givens” (Buell 

268), even for the humans living within them. The Parham boys have a Mexican 

grandmother, and they speak Spanish as fluently as they do English; the lives they lead 

and the work they do are no different from their neighbors, of either Anglo or Mexican 

descent. They are small ranchers, trying to make it at the margins, and barely doing so. 

Ashley Bourne focuses on the way that McCarthy constructs the places the boys inhabit. 

She identifies the places in the Border Trilogy as connected to the bodies of the 

characters, and this “helps to foreground the protagonists’ struggle to establish their own 

identities as entwined with the identities they assign to certain places” (Bourne 110).  
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Certainly, there is something in the identity of Billy Parham with Hidalgo County, a new 

place that “was rich and wild. You could ride clear to Mexico and not strike a crossfence” 

(TC 3). He is still very young when he watches the seven wolves dance in the snow (TC 

4) and he identifies with them in an emotional way that he cannot articulate, and he never 

speaks of it. This inarticulateness continues as he grows older. When he takes Boyd to 

Mexico to recover the family horses, he cannot bear to talk about Boyd’s pain over their 

parents’ deaths, nor the terror that he experienced, nor to open up his own sense of guilt.  

His experience gels with Bourne’s premise that the experience of place is always 

“attached to a sense of loss because the perceptions that comprise a phenomenological 

awareness are, by their very nature, constantly in flux” (Bourne 110).  Part of his loss 

also lies in the fact that the border does cross his own body, leaving him both a part of, 

and outside of, two places, Mexico and Hidalgo County. For Billy, who desires a home 

and family, it is not only the space of  New Mexico and its expectations of him that keeps 

him at the margins, but his own expectations. His own inability to reconcile the two sets 

of expected behaviors forms Billy’s motile and homeless identity. 

  The reader’s first meeting with Billy is as a child perhaps four or five years old, 

riding into the new Hidalgo County with his younger brother, carrying him in his saddle. 

As they rode, he “named to him features of the landscape and birds and animals in both 

spanish and english” (TC 3).  He loves and cares for the younger boy, and “he would lie 

awake at night and listen to his brother’s breathing in the dark and he would whisper half 

aloud to him as he slept his plans for them and the life they would have” (TC 3). Even at 
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such a young age, Billy’s parents have abdicated some of their parental role to him, 

expecting him, while little more than a baby himself, to care for the younger child. He is 

perfectly attuned with and capable at this life. He is a good ranch hand and already 

serious about responsibility for the ranch and for the younger Boyd. In Luhmannian 

terms, his expectations for life are being conditioned by his experiences. As Luhmann 

points out, “[e]xpectation must become reflexive, it must be able to relate to itself, not 

only in the sense of a diffuse accompanying consciousness but so that it knows that it is 

anticipated as anticipating” (SS 303). In order for one to behave appropriately in a social 

system, one must develop the ability to anticipate another’s expectations. Billy is 

particularly sensitive about others’ expectations of him and his obligations toward his 

social system, which, in The Crossing, is his family, and in Cities of the Plain is 

encapsulated in Mac’s ranch and John Grady Cole.  His actions reveal someone who 

fears losing the esteem of father figures and brothers so much that he represses his own 

communications and tries to remake those around him into figures who can love him and 

stay with him forever. 

  In The Crossing, the reader sees, through the relationships between the boys and 

their parents that “[e]xpectations obligate, especially if they are expressed irreversibly 

through communication, that is, through action” (SS 305).When the expectation becomes 

a part of the participants’ anticipation, as is Billy’s expectation about his behavior and its 

acceptance, then “it motivates the participants to stop or suppress expectations they 

expect to be uncomfortable” (SS 307). Billy is thoroughly socialized in this suppression 
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of expectations, rarely asking for anything and doing his parents’ and employer’s bidding 

without question. Billy withdraws from interaction when he fears a negative reaction. For 

instance, he does not want to tell his father about the dead cattle he and Boyd find in The 

Crossing, because “what would be the use in worryin him over it?” (TC 40). Billy does 

not want to be the bearer of bad news.  He is the same way with John Grady Cole in the 

last novel of the Trilogy, always stopping short of te lling Cole that he believes Eduardo 

will kill him and that Cole cannot defend his lover, Magdalena.  The conflict between his 

fear of rejection and his desire to maintain his contact with those he loves, leads to a fear 

of all change and an almost autistic inability to communicate his emotions. When he does 

have an emotional reaction, as with the dancing wolves at the beginning of The Crossing, 

he never talks about it or he only communicates it to someone who cannot respond 

negatively, like the wolf, a sleeping baby brother, or his horses. Horrocks even refers to 

such silence as a type of male autism (Horrocks 68), The difference in understanding 

between the system offering and the system receiving can create what amounts to two 

different worlds, which remain unavailable and unobtainable to each other a self- imposed 

rejection of emotional closeness brought about by the incompatibility of all the 

“demand[s] made by patriarchy” (Horrocks 15), or in Luhmannian terms from 

expectations brought about through socialization. The world that Billy wants is a 

completely different world from the one in which the objects of his affections live. His 

very desire for closeness bothers the men he cares for, because they do not wish to be 

attached to one person, nor to stay in one place for very long. Breaking such attachments 
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is a part of growing up and being a man. The need to avoid bonds they see as 

emasculating often even keeps them from marriage or family, while their love of a certain 

space does not mean that they will remain stable within it.  

 Billy is confronted with this contradiction between his familial expectations for 

the care of the ranch, and his need for things to have their proper, unchanging, place, 

including she-wolves from Mexico, when a wolf comes to the ranch from Mexico, 

desperately seeking other wolves with which to bear her pups. Billy has a lot of questions 

for his father when they are setting traps, but the most telling is “There aint no more 

wolves but what they come up out of Mexico, I reckon. Are they?” (TC 24).  He cannot 

express his longing for that unchanging world of things he loves, such as the wolves with 

which he danced. He was never able to express that experience, much less what it meant 

for him, and now he expects a negative reaction on the part of his father that forces him 

to repress his longing, only allowing it to arise as innocent questioning that has no 

emotional weight. His father’s expected reaction is expressed through the neighbors that 

Billy meets once he captures and harnesses the wolf, neighbors who say “Have you 

always been crazy?...Well you aint got the sense God give a goose. Did you know that?” 

(TC 59). The tension between the world as it is and the world as Billy would wish it to be 

is pulling at him. That tension continues as he grows into a man, and it informs his 

inability to accept that both John Grady Cole and his own brother, Boyd, are ultimately 

suicidal and his sense of responsibility for each young man’s death because he “should of 

looked after him better” (CotP 261).  
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 Bourne argues that the Billy and other protagonists in The Crossing long for 

rootedness and “a stable, knowable identity,” but they are compelled to move “perhaps 

because of an unconscious recognition on the part of the central characters of the 

impossibility of self-development through physical stasis” (Bourne 113). However, 

Billy’s attempts to escape change better explain his movement.  While the expectations 

for male behavior include movement as part of their development and growth, physical 

stasis does not necessarily hinder them, since change is constantly occurring even when 

one stays put. His and his brother’s growth both signal a world that is changing, as much 

as the locomotive crossing the Bavispe (TC 135). The appearance of the wolf and the 

visits with the old men who hunt wolves are catalysts to Billy, not for change, but for 

preservation.  The wolf must be returned to Mexico, because the wolves in New Mexico 

are already gone. At the end of his long life, Billy is still searching for the life he 

idealized, to “become again the child he never was” (TC 129).  

 The stories that Billy hears all through this novel are about the certainty of change 

and that the nature of the world is change, but because he values a lifestyle ultimately 

rooted in the past, Billy is unable to accept the stories as information.  Even if one were 

to accept Bourne’s idea of experiential space as opposed to some ideal of place, one’s 

experience with a particular place is what forms one’s identity with it, and that identity is 

always going to change. Billy, however, unable either to accept the communication of 

change or to communicate his own loss and need, seeks to escape rather to change 

himself. Billy has a quixotic quest to restore the wolf to her rightful place, to maintain 
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Boyd in his rightful place (as dependent younger brother), to restore his parents’ horses, 

and to keep the places, things, and people that he loves (in both Mexico and the United 

States) from change entire. That he fails so spectacularly in all respects, both in The 

Crossing and in Cities of the Plain, is his doomed enterprise, and also his construction of 

self. He acquires, through his experiences of place, a self-construction that assigns him a 

place of constant movement, incompleteness, and homelessness. 

 Billy, forever afraid of losing what he has, he is forever in search of a place that 

will define him, without ever accepting the ones that he finds. Bourne points out that the 

search and movement “always prolongs the sense of loss because [he] continues to uproot 

[himself] by moving and because [he] seek[s] destinations that exist only in memory and 

myth” (Bourne 113).  Billy takes on the wolf as a responsibility but he is “like a man 

entrusted with the keeping of something which he hardly knew the use o f” (TC 79). He 

has an image of her, but he does not know her, any more than he knows or understands 

Boyd, who is forever, for him, his baby brother entrusted also to his keeping. The wolf 

becomes his first story teller and guide, but he does not know she makes a 

communicative offering that her life “cannot be held never be held and is no flower but is 

swift and a huntress and the wind itself is in terror of it and the world cannot lose it” (TC 

127). The world cannot lose it, but it also cannot hold it, and neither can Billy Parham.   

 After the wolf, Billy thought he could become a child again, carefree and innocent 

(TC 129), but he cannot. Eventually, the need for home will drive him back into the 

States, after a long journey through Mexico and, along the way, he meets many 
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storytellers offering him lessons about life and love. One old Indian man tells him “that 

although he was huérfano still he must cease his wanderings and make for himself some 

place in the world because to wander in this way would become for him a passion…he 

would become estranged from men and so ultimately from himself” (TC 134).  He meets 

an old priest in a ruined church who tells him of the Bavispe terremoto and the man who 

lost his son, and then estranged himself from everyone, including his wife and her shared 

loss, in his anger at god. Like the grieving father, Billy is one of the elect, because he 

elects himself to be apart from the rest of the world, which also experiences pain and loss. 

Finally he comes home to find his parents dead and Boyd gone. Even though he has a 

chance for a home, because the people who took in Boyd would most likely take him as 

well, he never even considers it, instead heading back to Mexico with Boyd in tow to 

restore the horses that were taken from his parents’ farm.   

 Once again, McCarthy structures the events around communication and social 

structure. The boys meet people who tell them stories about place and self. The diva tells 

the two boys that they cannot travel the same path because “the road has its own reasons 

and no two travelers will have the same understanding of those reasons. If indeed they 

come to an understanding of them at all” (TC 230).  In the end, she is proven right, as 

Boyd is shot in the attempt to recover the horses. He is healed by a kind doctor (who may 

very well have been killed for the gesture) and by the kindness of numerous gente de la 

tierra. He leaves Billy to follow the girl that he loves and they never see each other alive 

again. The last journey is one that Billy undertakes to find Boyd. It ends as all the others, 
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with loss, and Billy brings home his brother’s bones to bury, assuming that the ranch 

which no longer held anything for them is still home, if only Boyd’s body is with his 

parents and sister. On this journey a gypsy tells him, “Pensamos…que somos las víctimas 

del tiempo. En realidad la vía del mundo no es fijada en ningún lugar. Cómo sería 

posible? Nosotros mismos somos nuestra propia jornada” (We think that we are the 

victims of time. In reality, the world is not fixed in any place. How would it possibly be? 

We ourselves are our own journey) (TC 414 translation mine). Billy denies being a man 

of the road, “yo no soy un hombre del camino” (TC 414), but after he loses John Grady, 

carrying his body, as he did Boyd’s, home in his arms, all he does until the end of his life 

is wander, working temporary jobs as an extra in movies, or as a ranch hand.    

 According to John Cant, Billy Parham lacks “ardor” and he is “not ardenthearted 

in the face of the cosmic insignificance of human life” (Cant 213), which, in Cant’s eyes, 

makes him a lesser man than John Grady. However, Billy is ardenthearted. He loves with 

all he has, but his heart is seen by him as defective, not only physically, in the heart 

murmur that keeps him out of the army, but in its very being, as illustrate by the milagro 

he receives from a young girl for the “güero herido” (TC 298). Billy’s love is 

misunderstood by those he loves, who interpret his fear for their well-being as control. 

Unable to communicate in a way that is acceptable to those he cares most about, he 

responds to it by trying to keep everything in its place. Even though Billy is offered home 

and love everywhere he goes, he simply cannot accept them, because of the risk that he 

will suffer loss. He cannot see that he is choosing to love people who are destined to be 
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lost, and that he cannot change them.  As in the stories he is told, he becomes an orphan, 

estranged from others, and a man of the road. Billy’s sense of self, formed from this 

border place is one that refuses to accept both sides of the border (life/death, dark/light, 

love/loss) and so never becomes complete, but instead is always moving and never 

finding a place, no matter how much he wants it.  

 Billy Parham learns at the end of his life that “[t]he thing that is sought is 

altogether other. However it may be construed within mean’s dreams or by their acts it 

will never make a fit” (CotP 287). The Crossing illustrates particularly well the sense of 

loss and tragedy that accompanies this incommensurability between place and space, 

between desire’s “terrible hunger” (CotP 287) and lived experience. Billy is simply 

incapable of dealing with time and change, especially the changes that occur in those he 

loves, and he both misunderstands their desires, and fails to communicate his own. His 

loss is that he seeks restoration, and permanence. However, in the end, he seems to 

always end with nothing but an armful of bones. Home becomes a place lost somewhere 

in the past, encapsulated now only in the spaces where he has buried the bodies of those 

that he loves. 

 Billy, like the other two men in this chapter, is trying to find a way to be in the 

world. He wishes, like Ballard, to be part of something, and he feels incomplete if he is 

not one of a pair. While not sexual, his love for his brother and for John Grady is 

certainly homosocial, with Parham loving men who are, ultimately, mirror images of 

himself, similar to Suttree’s dead twin. Seeking another man with a heart like his own, he 
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finds an inability to reach out to anyone else. However, unlike Suttree, Parham does not 

use the twin as a scapegoat to escape responsibility. Instead, he attributes all of his best 

traits to the twin and idealizes him. He tells himself and others that Boyd was the bette r 

brother and better cowboy, and “smarter than me too” (TC 420). He refers to John Grady 

Cole as the All-American Cowboy. Billy wishes to care for and protect these idealized 

images from harm. However, because he is both unable to communicate to others what he 

feels and what he sees happening, and also unable to accept communications that tell him 

he is complete and lovable, he becomes alienated from the social system.  That alienation 

is revealed in Cities of the Plain, when he decides to go home to die. Not only does he 

tell no one where he is going, he talks to no one on the way, except “children and horses” 

(TC 287). When he finally does have a long conversation, it is with someone he mistakes 

for death. Even at the end of his life, taken in by a kind farm family, he is sure he is 

unacceptable, telling the farmwife that “I’m not who you think I am. I aint nothin” (TC 

289) but is finally reassured that “I do know who you are” (TC 289) and made to feel 

welcome.  The exchange is a final communicative offering of esteem in his social system, 

but the novel ends without the reader knowing whether Billy has accepted and 

understood it that way or not, and whether he recognizes that his pain and alienation 

comes from his own misunderstanding.  

 Although in social systems theory it is impossible for a person to be truly 

alienated from their social system with which he or she interpenetrates, these novels 

allow the reader to follow these men and their withdrawal from interaction and social 
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communication. In that withdrawal, whether chosen, as in Suttree, imposed, as in Child of 

God, or simply socialized through life experience, as in Billy Parham’s narrative worlds, 

the experience of, and sensation of, alienation is complete. These novels function to 

reveal alienation paradoxically as both a function of communication and a refusal of 

communication, necessary to the social system as a way to introduce uncertainty and 

complexity, while also indifferent to the outcomes for the individuals making choices, 

revealing the world as it really is. For the men in these novels, the expectations of the 

patriarchal system and the individual experiences and expectations of these men fail to 

come together and form a fully socialized element in the system, because the threefold 

selection is truncated by a refusal of the communicative offerings on one part as 

information.  The difference in understanding between the system offering and the 

system receiving can create what amounts to two different worlds, which remain 

unavailable and unobtainable to each other, In these narratives, the differences become 

insurmountable, or nearly so, and the conflict causes great damage to the young men 

involved, even it raises levels of awareness in both internal (to the narrative) observers, 

and in readers as external observers, thus opening up new autopoietic possibilities of 

understanding, including understandings of what it means to be a man.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE END OF MYTH: THE ROAD AND THE LIMITS OF LANGUAGE 

What happened, my brothers? I overcame myself, the sufferer; I carried my own 
ashes to the mountains; I invented a brighter flame for myself.  

(Thus Spoke Zarathustra 29) 
 

 We’re going to be okay, arent we Papa?  

 Yes. We are. 
 And nothing bad is going to happen to us.  

 That’s right. 
 Because we’re carrying the fire. 
 Yes. Because we’re carrying the fire.  (The Road  83) 

 

 A number of critics have noted a Nietzschean overtone in a number of 

McCarthy’s writings, especially Blood Meridian and The Road.  McCarthy has famously 

said that “the ugly fact is books are made out of books” (Woodward), and in his oeuvre, 

he has built his books brilliantly, using conventional plots and settings, and liberally 

referring to other authors. Not only is the carrying of fire a reference to Nietzsche’s 

tropes (especially in his “Zarathustran” later writings), but other references abound.  For 

instance, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra proclaims, “The work of a suffering and tortured god, 

the world then seemed to me” (Nietzsche 29), and the world that McCarthy describes 

would certainly lead one to despair. The boy’s mother kills herself to escape the horror, 

her fear that “Sooner or later they will catch us and kill us…they will rape us and kill us 

and eat us and you wont face it,” (McCarthy 56-57).  Death manifests its power all 

around them.  The cities are empty, burned-out shells containing nothing but waste, 

corpses, and dangerous gangs. The sun does not shine, because ash is so thick in the air. 

As far as they know, all animals are extinct.  There is little color in their world, and the 
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things that might have once provided comfort; books, stories, artifacts, are unmoored 

from their context and seem meaningless, “the sacred idiom shorn of its referents and so 

of its reality” (McCarthy 89).  At one point in their journey, an old man who calls himself 

Ely discourses with them on the end of the world, paradoxically saying that “there is no 

God and we are his prophets” (McCarthy 170), something which the boy seems to 

understand, even though the man cannot. The reference is to the oft-quoted Nietzschean 

assertion that “God is dead” (Zarathustra 29), which appears in a number of his writings, 

but the assertion that ‘we are his prophets’ also acknowledges Nietzsche’s belief that God 

is an invention of human need and dependence.  Even the cannibal gangs keeping people 

in a basement for food refers to Nietzsche calling the mass of people a human ‘herd.’  As 

in his other novels, McCarthy follows American tropes for manhood, in this case, using 

peculiarly American interpretations of Nietzsche’s philosophies that have persisted in 

American literature and which form the basis for both the father’s mythos of ‘carrying the 

fire’ and the gang’s more socially darwinistic view of survival.  

 Nietzsche in America, and indeed in Europe as well, has always been a contested 

and troublesome philosopher. His writing, both in German and English, is highly abstract 

and sometimes ambiguous. Around World War I, his conception of the ubermensch in 

American thought seems to have become concretized, at least for the popular 

imagination, as the Superman who represented German expansionism and racial 

superiority, but the tropes that McCarthy is following can be traced back to earlier 

American conceptions and conflicts over the translation of the word übermensch and the 
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connotations that it carried.  Although mensch is always translated as man, rather than 

human being, the über has been various translated as over, super, or beyond. However, 

the prevalent view in American thought has always seemed to be tinged with a certain 

transcendental cachet. This creature would move beyond what normally socialized people 

would do.  For some “their Übermensch embodied the strong self pitted not against 

others but rather against the lingering grip of stifling bourgeois ethics and aesthetics in 

modern society”  (Ratner-Rosenhagen 112).  These were the men of London, Shaw, and 

Max Eastman, who would overcome the repressive rules of ethics and order. This line of 

Nietzsche interpretation is clearly seen in the gangs who defy the taboo against eating 

other people and who reject charity in order to maintain their strength. They clearly see 

those weaker than them as useless except as prey or slaves.  The other side of that 

transcendent vision was envisioned by scholars as “a being striving for self, rather than 

social, transcendence…who sought to create contingent ideals to guide his ethical 

commitments without recourse to absolutes” (Ratner-Rosenhagen 116). This image 

informs the vision of the father as a man struggling to find a moral compass that would 

not only keep his son safe, but bring a sort of meaning into their situation. This difference 

among übermenschen forms the basis for the boundary between the father and son and 

the gangs, but while McCarthy uses the troubled and contentious trope of the ubermensch 

to reveal the process of selection and differentiation through communication in the 

human social system, especially through the use of myth, he also challenges whether that 

stark choice can successfully form a social system He also challenges the ability of a 
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human system to develop and thrive at all in the absence of the natural world that 

Nietzsche and all philosophers simply take for granted.  

The Road to Communication 

 The Road stands alone among McCarthy’s novels for a number of reasons, many 

of them having to do with what the novel lacks. It lacks an archetypal plot and 

characterization.  It lacks a   beginning and end, has no resolution, and while there is 

conflict, it does not really move a plot along or lead to any change in characters or 

circumstance.  The book is hardly a novel at all in its structure.  Instead it has a structure 

that Dana Phillips has compared to simpler types of stories or a primary fiction (Phillips 

178).  McCarthy’s language, which becomes ever more spare and transparent after the 

poetic whirlwind of Blood Meridian, is now almost as stripped of color and description as 

the earth itself in the novel. Most of the dialogue is the simple language used between a 

parent and a small child. Linda Woodson, writing about the postmodern implications of 

The Road, writes that the narrative avoids symbolic or metaphorical language; 

“[a]lthough the choice of words is rich and poetic, with few exceptions, the descriptive 

language calls attention to the immediate surroundings through which the man and boy 

travel, more an echo than a shaper of those surroundings” (Woodson 93).  McCarthy’s 

description of the world is shaped to fit the world, rather than using “sentences that, in 

their complexity and use of metaphor, create a rea lity of their own” (Woodson 93). As 

Tim Edwards notes, “the man’s world has been reduced, it seems, to a tale told by an 

idiot, signifying nothing” (Edwards 59). The spare and unadorned structure and language 
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allow a sort of dreamlike story where McCarthy is, however ironically, deploying 

archetypal representations of human myths. ‘Carrying the fire’ is also to carry the 

monomyth for proper or expected human (particularly male human) behavior. It is a 

continuation of the Promethean myth that has so often been used to signify progress and 

civilization. Jolande Jacobe, in a Jungian case study of ‘Henry’ mentions that the gift of 

matches in a dream signifies all these things offered to the patient’s wild unconscious. 

The gift, even though it is a discarded book of matches is an “…object characteristic of 

civilization” (Jung 372) and  fire and flame, in the Jungian symbology stand for “qualities 

of the heart, found wherever human beings exist” (Jung 373). Joseph Campbell’s own 

study of mythology uses and builds upon Jungian archetypes and McCarthy plays with 

those archetypes: hero, warrior, wisdom figure, and, of course, the Promethean creator 

carrying fire. The Road, a story taking place after an apocalypse, is not just a story of 

endings, but of beginnings. McCarthy, after dealing with all the contingencies of 

American masculinity, mythoi, and socialization in his previous works now goes back, in 

a sense, to the beginning. For social systems to construct themselves, they need some sort 

of differentiation, a myth, and they need to communicate that myth among their various 

elements, allowing interpretation and contingency. Evolution and the ability to form a 

complex and thriving social system can only come about through autopoietic or self-

perpetuating communication.  In this bleak and blasted narrative, there are very few 

words, very few people, and while conflict is constant, it is a simplified to a single 

schema of predator/prey. Those who follow the cannibals cannot see those outside of 
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their structure as human and the survivors they hunt will not attempt to communicate 

with them, because communication could be deadly. Representations of boundaries or 

differences serve to order the constitution of elements; they make it possible to assess 

which elements form in the system and which communications can be risked” (SS 195). 

The difference schematized as cannibal/food would foreclose any attempt at direct 

communication because no communication can be risked. The stakes are too high. Even 

the risk of approaching other survivors to band together is not worth it. The man and boy 

can never gather any other good guys, never communicate their difference to others, and, 

in the end, may just be too taciturn to survive.  Even an übermensch can only exist within 

a communicative social system, and communicative offerings can be risky.  

 The father represents a protective figure for the young boy that he seems to be 

teaching by example to be the self-overcoming ubermensch. The heroic figure, as 

identified in both Jung and Campbell is an ideal man. However, to be an idealized person, 

one must be a person, a part of a social system.  The irony lies in the fact that the human 

social system is now laid bare, almost as blasted as the landscape. The tale reads, on the 

surface, as some sort of pre-modern morality tale with clearly drawn lines of right and 

wrong and a hero who is interested only in doing the right thing, however much he has to 

suffer for it. However, morality itself is shown as merely one way of differentiating 

between acceptable and unacceptable behavior within the social system and to separate 

one social system from another. Because of the blasted landscape and the very small 
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groups of people, morality is reduced to its simplest form of differentiation, that of 

predator/prey.  

 The environment in The Road is a harshly absent world in which survival of the 

fittest seems to be the stark reality and colorful groups of cannibals haunt the father and 

son in their journey. The gangs are described in terms that make them sound inhuman and 

alien, “casting there hooded heads from side to side. Some of them wearing canister 

masks. One in a biohazard suit. Stained and filthy. Slouching along with clubs in their 

hands, lengths of pipe. Coughing” (TR 62). During the encounter, one of the gang 

members leaves the group to relieve himself. The father sees him “Like an animal inside 

a skull looking out the eyeholes” (TR64). The father reacts to him with fear, distrusting 

the man’s offer of food and his plea that the man help with an injured member of the 

party. As the father threatens him with a gun, the gang member grabs the boy and the 

father shoots him, over his son’s head. It is an act of supreme confidence in his 

marksmanship, but it also emphasizes the complete inability to risk communication.  In 

his eyes the man had “reptilian calculations in those cold and shifting eyes. The gray and 

rotting teeth. Claggy with human flesh. Who has made of this world a lie, every word”  

(TR 79. The father tells the son that the ‘good guys’ do not eat people, identifying 

himself and the boy as the good people, the ones trying to be better.  

 The eating of children is particularly abhorrent to the father, who finds it in direct 

opposition to his own view about a man’s role with his children.  After rescuing his son, 

he tells him “My job is to take care of you. I was appointed to do that by God. I will kill 
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anyone who touches you. Do you understand?” (TR 80). He tells the boy that this is what 

bad guys look like. They are the ones who eat flesh.   

 As Geraldine Heng points out in her studies on the development of medieval 

romance, the male body is a source of control and power and “[t]rue horror, for men, 

arises from the diminution of status-power, a frightening loss of control that renders them 

vulnerable to abject humiliation—a loss signaled in narrative as symbolic abdication of 

bodily integrity” (Heng 121). For the man, the fear of cannibalism is intricately entwined 

with the haunting cough that he bears, and the illnesses and wounds that he suffers. Each 

illness is an attack on his masculine strength.  His fear of an even more humiliating death 

is increased, when he finds the remains of the man he killed, all that is left is his entrails. 

Cannibalism is the ultimate in loss of bodily integrity.  The father’s fear for his body is 

extended to the boy, who, after all, is his own flesh and blood.  

 The father wants to see himself and his son as the good guys who are fighting the 

evil blood cults but the impersonal narrator who allows the reader to observe the irony of 

carrying the fire, also allows a darkly comic interpretation of this ragged, quixotic hero. 

Even as he tries to self-overcome and control his environment, he is faced with his own 

fears and with those who wish to overcome through domination of others.  The cults see 

other humans, outside their social boundary, as the man and most of human society has 

always seen nature, as materials available for hunting and eating, an acknowledgment 

within the text that the social boundaries can be drawn anywhere.  In the absence of a 

scapegoated natural world, the distinctions between the small family and the gangs seem 
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even starker. The man and boy become environments for the road gangs, perhaps 

interpreted as ‘prey’ to their visions of themselves as mighty hunters, and the road gangs 

become the environment that the father distinguishes himself and his son from and 

establishes as an ‘enemy’. These binaries make for sharp conflict and choice for the boy 

however the choices are truncated as communication because of the incommensurability 

between their two worlds. Without some method of approach there is no way to translate 

that incommensurability into each other’s terms, no way to find a middle way. 

Cannibalism, in his schema is a complete loss of humanity and something to be feared for 

its statement about humans, as much as for the physical danger to himself and his son. 

That avoidance of human flesh, along with the dream of carrying the fire, is his 

distinction between their social system and that of the blood cults.  

Creation and Destruction through Promethean Fire 

 The father uses that concept, good guys carrying the fire, to indicate “the 

conditions under which persons can praise or blame one another and themselves” (SS 

82). This system is a simple system of authority that keeps the family group bound 

together and also differentiates them from others who are not good guys and with whom 

contact is potentially dangerous. However, fire, in The Road, is an ironic symbol of 

civilization, because that symbolism is entirely contingent on the idea of fire under 

control, even as the man and boy make their way through a world that has been utterly 

laid waste by uncontrolled and destructive fire.  In playing with the imagery of fire, 

McCarthy also plays with all the imagery and archetypes of myth, revealing both the 
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contingency and the necessity of myth and communication about myth in the construction 

of human social systems. In Luhmannian terms, the social system exists through 

distinction of its form from that which is not a part of its form. The fire, in this narrative, 

is either creative or destructive contingent upon the sharp distinction of living/dead. A 

few remaining humans are living, but nature, as conceived and remembered by the father, 

is dead.   

 In fact, the manner in which the natural world as we know it has been destroyed 

is, as so much in this novel, ambiguous. The man himself seems unsure of what has 

happened, and the violence and destruction that surround them in their travels speak of 

people who seem to be constantly caught by surprise. Fire entombs bodies in the melting 

asphalt before they have time to react, and, as Dana Phillips notes, the bomb shelter that 

was built and stocked for nuclear apocalypse has survived unused, as “having heeded 

cold-war era propaganda and prepared for one kind of death from above, the homeowners 

seem to have been blind-sided by another” (Phillips 177).  Many critics take it for granted 

that the earth has suffered a nuclear apocalypse. Tim Edwards writes of an “earth, 

blistered by nuclear blast and withered by nuclear winter” (Edwards 56) and Linda 

Woodson points out that the “‘long shear of light’ and the rumbles in the distance lead 

one to that conclusion as well” (Woodson 87), but the actual events are not described in 

detail, and “the cause is only speculative” (Woodson 88). Dana Phillips points out that 

the shear of light and the series of low booms do not fit the description of a nuclear attack 

at all, finding that if such was the case then “the narrative would be, so to speak, 
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solemnized, and precisely in the way that these readers assume it would be” (Phillips 

175).  

  Instead, Phillips finds the ambiguity of the destruction “darkly comic” and notes 

that “[t]his sort of thing happens all the time in McCarthy’s fiction” (Phillips 177).The 

fires and horror that consume the earth seem to have come on gradually, judging by the 

father’s memories, perhaps even a part of the dissolution of society that seems to have 

followed the earlier disaster, after whatever stopped the clocks stopped all other forms of 

mass communication as well. The mother comes to the conclusion that they are “the 

walking dead in a horror film” (TR 55) only after a number of years of admittedly 

difficult family life in their home. In addition, nature as modern human society conceives 

it, “remote and under [human] control” (WHNBM 60) has been removed from the earth 

in a most brutal way, reminding the human beings in the story of the fact that their very 

survival depends upon the paradox of being part of the natural world even as they hold 

themselves separate from that world. The myths about the ability to control nature and 

overcome it do seem to be lies. Fire, therefore, is not just a Promethean ideal which 

exhibits man’s control over the world. It is not simply something which man invents for 

himself, as Zarathustra did.  It is dangerous and powerful in its own right, contingent 

upon the circumstances in which it occurs, just as myth is contingent, as is all 

communication, on acceptance and interpretation.  

 The father is a hero that Zarathustra might have admired. Many critics, such as 

Brian Edwards and Dana Phillips, find Nietzsche in McCarthy’s work, and especially in 
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his nihilism, his characters’ interest in “seek[ing] evidence for the hand of God in the 

world” in devastation (TC 141). In The Road the connections are much more pronounced. 

McCarthy’s heroes have a penchant for looking in to the abyss, but now everywhere they 

look it looks back at them. The father sees the world as “the work of a suffering and 

tortured god” (TSZ 29), and he expresses both anger and hope, wondering “Are you 

there...Will I see you at the last? Have you a neck by which to throttle you? Have you a 

heart? Damn you eternally have you a soul? Oh God…” (TR 10). Yet, he perseveres both 

in moving forward day to day, and in trying to pass on a myth that will help his son, the 

budding Ubermensch, overcome the devastation of the world when his father is gone. 

The true measure of a person, in Nietzsche’s work, is his behavior in the face of loss. The 

father is teaching self-overcoming by attempting to give his son (and himself) a reason 

for going on in the face of total destruction, rather than giving in to despair.  However, 

the meaning that he is trying to assign is undermined by the realistic narration. The reader 

is privy to very little of the motivation of the characters, getting what the father dreams or 

prays, but nothing about why he has chosen to survive. Keeping his son alive sometimes 

seems like an act of massive cruelty.  

 Numerous things left in the world suggest to the man the myths which structured 

and formed his own life, and he feels lost without that recurring story of human, 

predominantly masculine, prowess and mastery over nature.  Along the road he finds an 

arrowhead “white quartz, perfect as the day it was made…Then he found a coin…the 

lettering was in spanish” (TR 216-217). He gives the boy the arrowhead, without 
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explanation, but then, he drops the coin. He does not want the weight of explaining 

history to the boy, nor does he want to think about the lessons of how soc ial systems rise 

and fall. He is too busy just trying to survive, and, perhaps, he fears sharing his loss with 

his son. 

   Because he feels betrayed by the loss of the myths that have structured his being 

and feels that he has no references that the boy could understand, he nourishes both a 

desire for a myth that he can pass on, and a paradoxical belief that all the stories he was 

taught were lies. Like many of McCarthy’s heroes, he is certain of his rightness in the 

world and feels that he can set things right if he is just good enough at what he perceives 

as his mission. He feels no need to explain and feels he can justify things that would be 

wrong, even by his own rules. At one point, he takes revenge on a thief by taking his 

shoes and clothes. Nakedness in the terrible cold was a death sentence. The man feels that 

he has acted justly, insisting that “I wasnt going to kill him” (TR 278), but the boy makes 

him face reality; “But we did kill him” (TR 278). The boy, working from the myth of the 

good guys, is able to measure their behavior by that myth and move beyond the narratives 

that his father gives him to reading what his actions communicate. He recognizes, as 

well, that the narratives are meaningless if they are not shared with other humans.  The 

supreme irony of the man’s view of heroism is that the role of the hero, while it is a 

lonely role, is supposed to serve a systemic function as well. The hero is supposed to 

learn something from his journey that not only changes himself but is shared with his 

wider social milieu, or , in symbolic terms, truly human (Jung 156). The man is not able 
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to build a structure for his son that will connect him to other people. He does not have a 

schema that would make it possible to risk communication with others, nor does his fear 

for the boy allow him to try and search out other survivors and make a safe place. 

Communication, as a threefold selection of utterance, information, and (mis) 

understanding, has collapsed because the man cannot accept utterances from others. Fear 

is the only information he takes from contact with others and there is no room for other 

interpretation. Carrying the fire is not meaningless for the boy, who advocates for 

compassion and generosity with other travelers, but the myth is truncated by the risk for 

death in that compassion.  

 The father can only react to the road gangs with an abrupt (indeed fatal) rejection 

of communication. In addition, since the road gangs wish to capture the father and son, 

kill them, and eat them, the rejection is also complete. There is no mass communication 

method that would allow a safer communication from a distance. In fact, the narrative 

hints at a mutual rejection of the written word, as the father remembers finding a library 

that had been destroyed; “… blackened books lay in pools of water. Shelves tipped over. 

Some rage at the lies arranged in their thousands row on row… He’d not have thought the 

value of the smallest thing predicated on a world to come. It surprised him. That the 

space which these things occupied was itself an expectation” (McCarthy 187), an 

expectation of readers and an expectation of continuing autopoietic communication as 

one book and reader leads to other books and other readers. He lets the books lie where 

they are, accepting the rage, and his own feeling of betrayal that the stories no longer 
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seem to apply. Books, for modern educated humans,  are “reinscribed like a chain letter 

through the generations” (Sloterdijk 12) and the man’s sense of loss is as great as it is for 

his personal friends, who are all dead. He feels betrayed as well by the ‘lies’ in the books, 

or the very values and ethics on which he has based his own life. Again and again, in his 

heroic attempts to overcome himself and carry on, he must reject utterance from others, 

and nothing from the past seems to fit the current situation. There is no philosophy for a 

blasted and burned out existence.  

Nature and the Eternal Return 

 Fire seems to have completely removed nature from the world that the people 

occupy, but nature appears to be remaking itself even if it escapes human notice. 

However, the future is uncertain. The last paragraph of the novel is one of McCarthy’s 

mysterious intertexts. Trout and the way they appear in water are often mentioned in his 

works. In this paragraph, the trout are “maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and 

mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be made right again” (McCarthy 

287). However, there is a shift in the last sentence that makes one unsure of whether this 

is a vision of the present (in the novel) or the future, for “[i]n the deep glens where they 

lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery” (McCarthy 287). It 

could even, as Dana Phillips argues, refer to the past life of the earth, an “old (new) 

beginning” reminding the reader that “[b]rook trout are survivors from another era and 

another place...they rode out the end of the last ice age” (Phillips 187) and are now 

isolated in pockets far from their original homes. Coupled with the visions that the man 
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has in his dreams of cave creatures and ‘monsters’ there is a sense here that life, even 

trout, could, once again, have survived the earth’s change, far from man. Given the 

archaeological and paleontological references that run throughout many of McCarthy’s 

novels, it could simply be a reminder that change is the way of the world, and that the 

earth has survived many extremes, long before man. It will survive long after man. The 

maps and mazes are roadmaps put into place before the first roads ever were and without 

any human intervention. Whether something is put right depends on the perspective from 

which that something is observed.  What is good for other elements in the natural world 

may not also be good for the human species. There is a possibility that humans, like other 

species, could become extinct. And if, as Nietzsche has Zarathustra proclaim; “everything 

goes, everything returns; the wheel of being rolls eternally. Everything dies, everything 

blossoms forth again” (Nietzche 187), and there is no guarantee that when a thing goes 

extinct, what blossoms forth will be the same creature.   

 Seemingly centered on the love between the father and the son, The Road 

questions the position of the human social system within its environment, and also the 

inadequacy of language alone to form a social system without the existing complex 

environment of the nonhuman world.  In the moments of interaction with the things left 

in the world, the reader is allowed to see that the earth is recovering. The surest signs of 

recovery are very small, the earliest components of life; fungi, viruses and bacteria. Not 

only do the boy and man each become sick with various intestinal and respiratory fevers, 

but one of the earliest signs of hope in the novel is a cluster of morel mushrooms, “a 
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small colony of them, shrunken, dried, and wrinkled” (McCarthy 40), and the mushrooms 

prove to be, as the boy says, “pretty good” (McCarthy 40).  It is an echo, not of the 

Apocalypse, but of Genesis, a beginning rather than an end, but one which has no need 

of, and might not include, human beings at all. The father’s sorrow and fear keep him 

from seeing the signs that the world is beginning to go on without man, even as the 

narration open ups a window of observation to the reader. All of these are signs of a 

world that is getting on with life, even if that life may not support human beings any 

more. As McCarthy would have known, even Chernobyl recovered from its disaster.  In 

fact, even now, 25 years after the accident, humans cannot get close to the nuclear plant, 

but trees, grasses, wolves, deer, and catfish have all adapted just fine, and the wildlife 

thrive there where people cannot bother them. There is every possibility that animals and 

plants survive somewhere in the world of The Road and are merely waiting for the return 

of the sun. At the seemingly dead ocean, the tide still rises and falls and the man can 

imagine deep dwelling sea creatures still surviving, like the ones now who survive on 

volcanic vents far from light and “[t]he wind blew and dry seedpods scampered down the 

sands and stopped and then went on again” (McCarthy 216). Seedpods can wait a long 

time before they germinate with the return of the sun.  Even without plants, the earth 

system has the components to rebuild its own complexity. The sun, although hidden, is 

still there. The moon is still creating tides and marking time, and the earth itself is 

apparently intact. Water and microbial life complete the mix. The earth has been in this 

situation before, many times, and other extinction events have wiped out almost all life, 
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but each time a new system has formed, contingent on the available conditions.  Human 

beings are not the most important part of the system; they are only a late outcome of the 

existing complexity. As Luhmann notes, system differentiation leads to system 

development and complexity, but “the converse is equally true: system differentiation is 

possible only if the overall system can constitute more elements of different kinds and 

link them” (SS 191).  Not only is the human social system in this story very sparse, but 

there is no broad range of information coming from the nearly absent environment.  

Ruins and Roadmaps to Loss 

 One stark reminder of the evanescence and fragility of human creativity and 

power is ruins; ‘things without reference’ which abound in the novel.  As archaeologists, 

Elin Andreassen, Hein B. Bjerck, and  Bjornar Olsen note,  a city abandoned “reveals its 

vulnerability and underlines the radical manipulation necessary to maintain its wished-for 

format” (Andreassen, et al. 68).  Roads are one such radical manipulation, as they provide 

the means of communication between different groups of people. They are the economic 

and political gateways as well as methods of physical travel and translation. Conflict, 

rumor, warfare, and disaster also often travel by road. The road that the family travels is 

omnipresent, and, like the roads built by the Romans in Europe, and the Inca in Peru, 

seemingly enduring, It is also, like those other archaeological ruins, documented. The 

man refers to his “tattered oilcompany roadmap” often, as a talisman of the connections 

to be made among the things and the events along the road.  Even for the boy, the 

document is the arbiter of truth when he doubts his father’s knowledge. It settles the 
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questions:  “Doesnt the river go south? No. It doesn’t. Can I see it on the map?” 

(McCarthy 42). The father has told the boy about the states building the roads and the 

boy knows that those states are now gone.  The road and its map are reminders that, 

whatever the cause of the disaster might be, collapses and earth-shattering event are 

nothing new. Complex societies arise through communicative events that open up myriad 

possibilities, and one possibility that is always present is the possibility of failure. 

Complex civilizations have come and gone and left their reminders. The man finds bits 

and pieces of them in his travels, like the coin and arrowhead mentioned earlier, and 

although he shares the arrowhead with his son, he is unable to talk about more recent 

loss, dropping the Spanish coin on the ground without sharing.   

  Contemporary ruins, such as abandoned cities like Chernobyl, or the Sovie t 

mining town of Pyramiden  discomfort, if only because they contain familiar things that 

relate to our own lives. Their slow dissolution reminds one that social systems themselves 

are contingent and that one of the many possibilities that can arise in a complex 

communication system is disaster.  

The man carries an oil company map, falling to pieces, that perfectly reflects the social 

milieu that interpenetrates with the family. The man accepts the towns and waypoints 

along the map as information and interprets it as leading to some place, even though it no 

longer references the ‘real’ world and the road no longer leads anywhere.  One repeated 

image is that of the man and boy trying to make their waypoints match what they see on 

that map. The boy even nourishes hopes of a blue sea like the one drawn by the 
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mapmakers.  The acceptance of the map becomes a form of order in their world, with the 

blue seas as a communication of what will be at the end of the road.  

 Of course, the things that the father finds also cause sorrow because they can be 

given referents within his own culture now; the arrowheads are very similar to the 

sharpened piece of obsidian with which the mother kills herself.  The burden of living in 

the ruins is simply too much for her to bear, and the thought of trying to raise her son is 

more than she is willing to face, so she walks in to the darkness and ends it all.  She has 

become the Zarathustrian lover of Death, who can give her what her husband cannot (TR 

58) and she walks into the darkness to take her own life. Kenneth Lincoln writes that in 

The Road, “a persistent McCarthy chord laments a world without women, Orphic grief, 

the eternal loss of the feminine, the surviving male sorrow of endless blues, canticles of 

abandonment and widowed anguish” (168). Arguably, however the mother’s death does 

not, as Lincoln writes, represent the end of the feminine. Now that she is gone, these two 

males are “each the other’s world entire” (TR 6), and the father, as parent, encompasses 

both the protection and the affection that the boy needs. The father’s persistent dreams of 

the mother, particularly as a primitive woman in the forest, represent, in Jungian terms, 

an attempt to acknowledge and awaken his nurturing ‘feminine’ side in order to provide 

what the son needs. However, he is, is already dying when the story begins. Therefore, 

her death sets up a trope that has endured throughout Euro-American literature, and that 

McCarthy particularly favors, the mysterious orphan, a nascent übermensch trying to 

overcome his own and his father’s grief.  
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  The mother leaves the world because the world has left, and because the “heart 

was ripped out” of her on the night of her son’s birth (TR 57). She reminds the man that 

she cannot feel sorrow now, and that she has grieved for too long. Michael Chabon writes 

that “in this impossible land the mother’s choice is clearly the only sane one, and nothing 

that occurs in the course of the novel up to the death of the father argues against the 

suicide that …he repeatedly ponders” (5). The gun and bullets that the father carries 

become a siren song tempting him to end it all for both himself and the boy.  However, 

the father’s choice to go on is not insane, in the Cormackian scheme of things. As 

McCarthy’s novels repeatedly emphasize, life is always risky. One of McCarthy’s 

persistent themes, running through all his novels is that the earth has been through many 

changes and that many things came and went before humanity. He often refers to 

mammoth tusks or sea fossils in limestone found around the southern United States, as 

well as human ruins and abandoned places. Human life is no different than others, subject 

to disaster, illness, and possibly, extinction. The father’s struggle to recreate heroic 

stories and happy endings for his son demonstrates his own struggle with a humanist, 

modernist outlook and his desire to believe that the blood cults are an aberrant form of 

human society. He wants his son to fulfill his own myth of heroism, to live the way that 

the books have taught him.  His stories seem to be about man’s overcoming of nature and 

others in order to fully develop. The mother, with her death, is acknowledging what the 

father, interpenetrated with myths of self-overcoming and heroic survival, cannot. There 

may not be enough humans, or enough of a world, for them to survive in the long run.  
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 The tone of the story, in the face of such loss and risk, is surprisingly neutral. The 

narrator never takes a stand, but simply reports the facts, or at least negative reactions to 

the facts on the part of the protagonists in the story, especially the boy As Phillips writes, 

“[t]ypically, novelists have used free indirect style as a means of generating sympathy for 

their protagonists and ironic detachment from their antagonists, or vice versa” (181), but 

in The Road, and arguably in others of his works, McCarthy’s use is “less dramatic and 

more neutral, and it manages to be ironic even when being ironic is not the best of 

manners” (Phillips 181). What Phillips is referring to, is McCarthy’s unmannerly 

acceptance of violence a part of life and survival. Although the boy is naturally afraid of 

the ‘bad guys’ and of death, and although he is socialized in his father’s world view, he 

also interpenetrates with the environment around him, and he, unlike his father, is capable 

of accepting life without certain hope. He is “[a]lways so deliberate, hardly surprised by 

the most outlandish advents. A creation perfectly evolved to meet its own end” (TR 60).  

He is born in disaster and knows nothing else.  

 Phillip Snyder has figured the feminine and maternal as hospitality, investing it in 

the father’s necessity for his son in order to survive, as much so or more than the son’s 

necessity for him, but the truth is that the father is already the ‘walking dead’ and both he 

and the boy know it. McCarthy writes that “by day the banished sun circles the earth like 

a grieving mother with a lamp” (McCarthy 32), almost as if they had already died.  They 

are in fear for their lives, and slowly disappearing from life as they constantly run low on 

food and fuel for their fires, but they still have opportunity for hospitality as they meet 
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other survivors along their road. All along that road, the boy and the man meet things that 

might seem to refute all hope of life, including suicide, corpses, the injured and mutilated, 

elderly travelers, and their own greatest fear, the gangs of cannibals. Corpses in this 

blasted landscape are almost a daily fact of life for the travelers. In some ways this is a 

reminder of the modern social systemic construction that puts death and birth far from the 

every day and surround both with sterility and science intended to remove the premodern 

mystery and dread associated with each. McCarthy structures the connection by 

bracketing the scene of the boy’s birth with the scene of the mother’s suicide and the 

killing of the road warrior who has captured the boy.  

   Delivered by his father soon after the disaster, the boy is born as people are born 

still, all around the world, without doctors or anesthesia or a sterile field. For the man, the 

son is already his world entire, for the woman’s “cries meant nothing to him” (McCarthy 

59). Death, a topic they had discussed for years , “with the earnestness of philosophers 

chained to a madhouse wall” (McCarthy 49), has become a real option, but  now, when 

the time is upon them, the boy’s life becomes what makes life worth living for the father, 

and the reason that he cannot kill himself.  Yet this drive to live also becomes an 

exposure to the realities and horrors of life for the son. When his father saves him from 

the gang member, the boy’s head is covered by the gore and brains from a dead man. 

There is no protecting him from death. It is living that carries horror.   

 The horror has meaning only as information within the social system, in this case 

writ very small as the father/son relationship or slightly larger within the remains of the 
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earth and the humans that they encounter. Meaning within a social system is experienced 

as  

“the difference between what is actually given and what can possibly result from it” 

(Social Systems 72).  The “basic difference, which is automatically reproduced in every 

experience of meaning, gives experience informational value” (SS 72). For the boy, 

horror at cannibalism, suicide, mass death, is not really possible, because it is a given 

without possibility of difference, or at least that possibility does not exist in his lived 

experience.   

 The production and reproduction of meaning becomes the construction of the 

social system through communication and action.  Each experience of meaning opens up 

a realm of possibilities which must be selected and organized. For human social systems, 

one way to organize that complexity and choose among possibilities of action is the use 

of language, including mythical narratives.  The mythic modern Prometheus is always 

carrying the fire of civilization, leading the barbarians from the darkness. Myths that set 

the behavior boundaries within a social system create what Luhmann calls meaning, but 

the meaning for the system is simply within the communication itself, not some 

transcendent meaning outside of the system. Therefore, the myths can only be applied 

within lived experience. If the experience and the myth do not match up, then the 

boundary value for the system must change.  

 The referring of experience to the myth is a type of self reference within any 

social system, which allows the validity of all possibilities, including non-human and 
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non-modern possibilities. The boy, who has no past, and, quite probably, no future is not 

bound by the myths. Instead, he can ask “of every meaning, whether another experiences 

it in exactly the same way [he does]” (SS 80). He is a new kind of übermensch to be (if 

there is a future) because he knows that he does not dominate or control what is left of the 

world, or even his own life, and that the “moralism of world interpretations is paralleled 

by realism” (SS 82). In McCarthy’s moral universe, the ability to hear the stories rightly 

is the ability to rationally examine what kind of harm their application does to oneself or 

another. 

After having a man killed, literally, over his head, the boy makes it clear to his 

father that he does not need protection from the reality of the world or of death. They 

come to a place in the road which had been washed over by firestorms, “leaving mile on 

mile of burn” and where there were “figures half mired in the blacktop, clutching 

themselves, mouths howling” (McCarthy 190). The father wants the boy to take his hand 

and not see the horror, but the boy knows “they’re already there” (McCarthy 191), and no 

pretense of separation can exist anymore. Both death and life are a part of existence.  

Shortly after this scene, the boy and his father come across a stark reminder of that fact, a 

newborn baby roasting on a spit in a fire. The boy’s identification with and sympathy for 

the newborn indicates an awareness of his identity as a vulnerable child. In addition to the 

presence of the bodies themselves, various material objects appear, archaeological in 

their reminders of the past human world. The bodies in the road are preceded by their 

discarded possessions, and those by the train, “slowly decomposing for all eternity” 
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(McCarthy 180). No myth can construct that world again, but the man and the boy have a 

chance to construct their own relationship with what remains, human and natural, through 

their own actions. The boy, in his awareness of the reality of the world, exhibits a natural 

compassion, even as he realizes that sometimes nothing can be done. He is able to 

imagine that others are experiencing the world in the same way that he and his father do, 

doing their best to go on even when they are filled with fear.  The boy understands that 

they have nothing to give, but he does not respond with his father’s certainty and 

coldness. He is gentle, understanding that Ely is afraid of them, and he’s hungry. When 

his father does not wish to stop and share, the boy says “We could cook something on the 

stove. He could eat with us” (TR 175). He understands that the sadness must be given its 

due, if only as an acknowledgment of shared experience.   

At least one critic has noted that “McCarthy…reverences hospitality—especially 

given its inherent risk, namely harm and death…”  (Snyder 70) and argues that the 

reverence is “because such human generosity in an inhumane world where self-

preservation seems paramount may constitute McCarthy’s essential notion of goodness 

and grace” (Snyder 70).  Hospitality and kindness to others is an acknowledgment that 

social boundaries are a matter of selection, of a mastery of the human semantic that 

apportions who and what is acceptable within the social system.  As Luhmann points out, 

“The distinction between persons and things or subjects and objects condenses from this 

primary distinction [between what is acceptable as information and what is merely 

utterance]. Only with the mastery of this semantic is it possible to arrive at the idea of an 
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analogy between one's own and foreign minds. As long as mastery is not attained (or at 

least not with today's precision), then the boundaries of the social communication system 

will be drawn differently than they are today” (ToD 181). The child’s ability to see 

beyond the boundaries of fear seems to be the father’s concept of goodness and of God, 

as he finds that the little boy’s generosity and care for others is something akin to 

holiness. However, the father, in his denial of death and drive to survive, cannot see the 

possibilities that are in every situation. He simply sees threat.  

 He tells the boy stories about heroes helping people, but the boy knows they are 

not true, because “we dont help people” (McCarthy 259), Instead, the father, in his fear 

and desire for his son’s safety, is often driven to violence, and always expects violence 

from other travelers, even as he tells his son happy stories.  His nostalgia and sense of 

loss block his ability to form a true relationship both with the past and with the present 

world as it is. Because he no longer has words to express his loss, the boy becomes a 

realm of possibility, even the possible “word of God” unless “God never spoke” 

(McCarthy 5).  It is interesting that word of God is a performative word, the beginning of 

creation, and an analogy to the way that humanist societies have interpreted the role of 

words and especially literature. The boy does not see reality as depending on words, 

instead saying that his stories need not be told, because they are more like “real life” 

(McCarthy 259). For the boy, action is also the realm of communication, at least as 

important as what one says. 
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 The stories that the boy has in his head mirror this narrative itself. In some ways, 

the reader is a survivor watching other survivors. However, the author does not neglect 

signposts for the reader to construe his concerns. One such sign is the old man, Ely, so 

much like the prophet in Moby Dick.  He is also trying to move along the road and 

survive.  Like the father he is very afraid and the boy says that  “he thinks we’re not real” 

(McCarthy 162). A mirror image of the father, Ely cannot bring himself to trust the two 

travelers who offer him food, and he gives them a false name. He gives his age as ninety, 

although that is not true either.  God shows himself, perhaps only exists in this narrative, 

in the love shown to others, whether dog, boy, sick, or elderly. The man tells Ely that he 

“should thank him [the boy] you know…I wouldnt have given you anything” (McCarthy 

173) and the old man acknowledges tha t he wouldn’t have shared his food either, and he 

won’t give thanks, even if he hurts the boy’s feelings. But the boy does not give for 

thanks; he gives from his own need for others, without fear of acknowledging that 

relationship. His father, who thinks that separation is the only way to survive is puzzled 

by his son’s generosity but admires it. Suffering is part of lived experience, and the boy 

both accepts it in his own life and he interprets the shared suffering as information about 

the world and interprets it as something worth understanding.  

Utterance and Information as Social Bond 

 After the loss of his father, during a time which could have been his moment of 

utter despair, the boy meets someone who sees the world differently, allowing for 

relationship. A man, “a veteran of old skirmishes, bearded, scarred a cross his cheek and 
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the bone stoven and the one eye wandering.  When he spoke his mouth worked 

imperfectly, and when he smiled” (McCarthy 282). He is a plain-spoken man, in some 

ways more honest and direct with the boy than his own father had been with him.  He 

reminds the boy that he will die without help and offers to take him with them. The boy 

tests whether he is one of the good guys, asking if he carries the fire,  whether they have 

children and finally whether they eat people (McCarthy 284), thus using the narrative that 

his father has provided in order to judge the world; the man thinks the boy’s mind has 

been affected by suffering. Whatever he answers could easily have been a lie because he 

does not accept the boy’s myth, however, he seems to understand the boy’s need to know, 

and so gives him the information that he seeks. This man is different from his father in 

that he has accepted that there is no life without relationship and shared experience, and 

he travels with a woman and children, who share the trouble and the road.  The woman 

“would talk to him sometimes about God” (McCarthy 286).  But these new friends are 

not fundamentalists. Instead, as the boy explains that he would rather talk to his father, 

the woman tells him “the breath of God was his breath yet though it pass from man to 

man through all of time” (McCarthy 286). For her, it is the ‘breath’ of god, something 

wordless, which is important. The actual words, or who is addressed, do not matter, but 

instead it is the simple acknowledgment of need which makes the difference, and allows 

possibility and complexity.  She is understanding and affectionate, and the man is 

obviously a scarred warrior, but one who does not seem to have collapsed into 

uncommunicative fear. They are willing to risk communication with the boy, if only 
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because he is a child.In this new family unit, he finds a new range of possibilities for how 

to negotiate the world. However, they are still a small group, and whatever faint hope 

there is of connection, the outcome is still very uncertain because they are still faced with 

the predatory cannibals. 

Meaning and the Earth 

 The mother’s appearance in dreams, as a feminine archetype for the father, is 

intimately related to the earth, which is figured as feminine in the masculine monomyth. 

That feminine imagery of virgin land was a complement to Manifest Destiny and the 

American myth of conquest and domination of the earth. In one dream she is described as 

a bride from a nonmodern culture. She “came to him out of a green and leafy canopy. Her 

nipples pipeclayed and her rib bones painted white. She wore a dress of gauze and her 

dark hair was carried up in combs of ivory, combs of shell” (McCarthy18) and in another 

she appears “sick and he cared for her. The dream bore the look of sacrifice but he 

thought differently” (McCarthy 32). In these dreams the man is revealing his doubts 

about the narratives that have formed his life. He was no caretaker for the earth, but the 

earth was his protector and his mother.  Although the narrative centers on the journey of 

the father and the son, they only live by the unspoken good sense and planning of others 

and by whatever generosity it is possible to receive from the dead. Of course, the things 

they gather from the collapse of human complexity are also, all of them, derived from the 

natural world that is also ruined. 
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  The man, for all his curious ability to survive in the wild, rarely makes things. He 

does make a flute for the boy, who plays “perhaps the last music on earth called up from 

out of the ashes of its ruins” (McCarthy 77). Those ruins are almost discounted by the 

father, who sees in them only despair. As Bjornar Olsen notes, in modern ruined cities, 

“Processes of destruction have immensely intensified, although largely overlooked when 

compared to the research and social significance devoted to consumption and production 

The outcome is a ruined landscape of derelict factories, closed shopping malls, 

overgrown bunkers and redundant mining towns; a ghostly world of decaying modern 

debris normally left out of academic concerns and conventional histories” (Archaeolog 

2010). It is this long- lasting ‘modern debris’ that makes survival possible for the father 

and son as they wander along the road. Canned food, scavenged clothes, tools, and 

gasoline are all part of the blasted world that still travels with them, but these things are 

getting scarcer and the man and boy walk close to starvation most of the time.  Their life 

among the dead is, in itself, perhaps the best refutation of the old story of mastery and 

domination over the earth, for, whether humans are the cause of the destruction or not, 

their artifacts are fast disappearing.  Those artifacts, whether they are food, tools, or 

transportation, are ultimately irreplaceable because they all emanate from the earth. In 

spite of the humanist view of the transcendence of man, symbolized through language, 

the modern human world is not possible without nature, nor in the absence of other 

people.  Words do not speak something into existence from nothing, but from the 

information and possibilities available within the environment.  
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 The environment of human systems has now been removed, revealing that the 

human myth of our complex nature has overlooked the complexity that existed before 

humans came to be.  The earth is abstracted in human mythology, simplified in to a 

monolith known as ‘the environment’.  However it was already a system with 

interpenetrating and interdependent subsystems. Even the simplest living system, such as 

a single cell organism, as Margulis and Sagan note, has the power of selection, and 

“while we sense in ourselves a great degree of freedom, all other beings, including 

bacteria, make choices with environmental consequences” (Margulis and Sagan 217). 

According to social system theory, “in system differentiation, not only are smaller units 

formed within the system, but the system differentiation repeats the formation of the 

overall system within itself” (SS 191). System differentiation between human systems is 

not the beginning of the complexity of human social systems.  Instead, That complexity 

and meaning is already available in the natural environment even before humans evolve. 

Our social system is an element of and interpenetrated with the system we call the earth.   

 In The Road, the earth, in its absence, is abject, exhausted, and ominously present 

even in its near-death state. Both the humans that farm and cannibalize other humans, and 

the man who is struggling to preserve the promethean ‘fire’ of human civilization are 

hearing the same stories of relationship between humans and nature, that of control and 

dominance, especially as witnessed in the father’s memory. However, the few remaining 

humans are finding that the earth is not dependent on them for its survival and recovery, 

but humans are intimately dependent on nature, a fact revealed by the loss of the 
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technology and structures that allow separation and protection from nature have also been 

destroyed.  The scientific myth that “Nature seemed to be held in reserve, transcendent, 

inexhaustible, distant enough” (WHNBM 50) has been exposed as both inadequate and 

inaccurate. The human ‘semantic’ that separates man from animals, at least in the modern 

Euro-American myth of man has collapsed with the rest of the earth.  Humans are among 

the only natural things still extant.   

 The critics’ reading of the narrative world reaffirms the sort of Kantian idealism 

that allows access to reality only through human representation in language. An explicit 

connection between human language and the semantic that separate man from the earth is 

made in a scene from the man’s memory. He recalls observing an episode where snakes 

in their nest are burned, for no reason except that there was “no remedy for evil but only 

for the image of it as they conceived it to be” (McCarthy 188).  Making snakes an image 

of evil is a human social selection, a way of talking about boundary values and 

expectation within the human system. However, the snakes in and of themselves are not 

images, but living creatures in torment, without even the release of screams. They are 

mute, reminding the reader that “modern humanists are reductionist because they seek to 

attribute action to a small number of powers, leaving the rest of the world with nothing 

but simple mute forces” (WHNBM 138).  That the men burning the snakes are blind to 

their mute agony is due to a selection that the snakes are ‘evil’ and therefore incapable of 

pain and in no need of sympathy. It also reveals a worldview to the reader, one that 

depends on man’s exclusive right to decide these things.  This view of humans as in 
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control of the environment and able to construct the environment is reduced to absurdity 

in The Road, since the human groups and their meaning systems cannot resurrect the 

natural world or even their own systems without the earth’s inherent complexity. In fact, 

they are more likely to starve to death or kill each other than to recreate a complex human 

social system. 

 Michael Chabon  in The New York Review of Books evokes the semantic in the 

writing of The Road  itself, saying that “to annihilate the world in prose one must 

simultaneously write it into being” invoking a power that humans (particularly European 

and American humans)  have attributed to themselves at least since the 18th century; to 

make the world in our own image through our own creativity and our manipulation of 

things, including the things we call words. That manipulation, of course, is encapsulated 

in the controlled use of fire, the ultimate achievement of humankind. Bruno Latour refers 

to this as the “modern constitution” which includes a process of purification, “the 

separation between humans and nonhumans on the one hand, and between what happens 

‘above’ and happens ‘below’ on the other” (WHNBM 13).  Both of these separations 

become important in the construction of the narrative universe of The Road. The modern 

constitution which posits the separation of human society from nature through language 

is implicated in the father’s grief, as well as in the drive for domination, as well as 

survival, of the blood cults and road gangs. Even the need to tell the story of carrying the 

fire is an attempt to shape the outcome of suffering through language. The separation is 

especially important in the social systemic reading of this story, as the lack of language 



            Texas Tech University, Dorothy Maria O’Connell, December 2012 

172 

 

and context reflects the situation of the father and son. Their small social system, a 

family, is under threat not just from the physical attacks of the road gangs and the visible 

lack of food and shelter, but also from the lack of both the numbers to sustain an 

autopoietic social system, and from the lack, therefore, of the requisite communication 

with other systems in their environment (including non-human communication systems) 

that would allow for growth and complexity through autopoiesis. As discussed earlier in 

this work, a system defines and constructs its elements through a boundary value of 

difference from the environment, and one method for setting those boundaries is the 

communication of myth. The father is attempting to build a myth for his family, that of 

carrying the fire, which he uses to define the difference between his two-person social 

system and the cannibals and blood cults which are part of their environment. However, 

his myth suffers not only because he and the boy cannot seem to communicate it to the 

groups that they fear so much, but also because their world is “shorn of referents” (TR 

89), or, more precisely, because they are no longer interpenetrated with the complexity of 

the earth’s natural system.  

Conclusion 

 Systemic relationships in The Road are writ large through being made very small, 

very local: one man, one boy, and a damaged, nearly absent natural world.  Many critics 

have touched on these issues in the novel, but few have examined the importance of the 

boy’s relationship beyond his father, with other people, or with the remains of nature, and 

how those relationships reveal a fundamental disconnect between the stories that modern 
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society tells about itself and its past, and the reality of human existence. The Road is a 

story of loss, even more than one of love.  The price of life is death, and, as Dana Phillips 

notes, the book “refuses to comfort its reader by positing a difference, much less 

admitting a contradiction, between the violence and the beauty it depicts”  (Phillips 174). 

Neither language nor belief can save one from an inevitable end. In his exploration the 

role of language and storytelling in the boundaries and behaviors that societies use to 

construct themselves, McCarthy has reached an end (or a new beginning) that moves 

beyond genre, beyond gender, and into the contingency of life itself.  

 His ubermensch is not the individualistic ‘superman’ that the reader expects, but a 

person embedded in the relationships that make up the world. In The Road, the world 

seems to be at an end, and at the end of the novel, the reader is not sure if humanity 

survives or not, but McCarthy has left open a path that allows one to see a hopeful light, 

for the world, if not for humanity. It is ultimately an apocalyptic novel, but not in the 

sense conventionally accepted now. Apocalypse simple means revelation, and 

McCarthy’s posthuman critique, in removing the natural world, has revealed that humans 

are neither dominant over, nor separate from, nature at all. The humans that are left at the 

end of the world are not going to survive. There is simply not enough environmental 

difference left for them to make a distinction. If the only distinction available is cannibal 

or noncannibal, there is nothing to build on, nor any myth to unite the remaining people 

into a social system. The scavengers, such as the man and boy, will starve, and the 

cannibalistic option is essentially a slow suicide. Ultimately the Nietzchean referent for 
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the Ubermensch and the role of self-overcoming become ironic, even humorous, in this 

story, because Nietzsche’s hero takes nature for granted. He sleeps under trees, takes 

counsel from the snake and eagle, and retreats into the wilderness to recover his strength. 

Nature is for Nietzsche, as for all of us, a given, pre-existing us. For the father and his 

son, there is no retreat, nor is there any real possibility of making a human meaning 

system in a world with few humans and fewer of anything else. To try and derive any 

other ending is ultimately solemnizing humanity in a way that McCar thy’s narrative 

makes absurd.  The Road shows us that there is no such thing as ‘self-overcoming’, nor 

does any hero exist in isolation from the world. As a part of the human social system, 

communication and meaning is always already present and that communication began 

long before humans even conceived of their myths.  
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CONCLUSION 

  

As I studied Niklas Luhmann’s Social Systems Theory and especially after reading Art as 

a Social System, I realized that art and literature are communicative offerings. They 

communicate something about the world through reducing its complexity within a small 

frame. In the case of the narrative offering, that representation of the world can be 

observed and treated as a real world for as long as the book is being read. However, it 

also allows reflection upon that world as separate from yet interpenetrated with the world 

that the reader occupies.  The narrative offering is subject to the same selections as any 

other form of communication. It must be selected as an utterance (a communicative 

offering), the reader must select whether it has value as information, and it must be 

interpreted (understood/misunderstood).  Communication within and about the narrative 

allows a change in the system and adds to the possibilities of understanding and 

interpretation that are available within the wider social system. The key to examining a 

work of literature or any other form of representation through a social systems lens is to 

observe the work as a communicative offering. 

 In order to observe the offering being made, we must observe the “selective 

arrangement of artwork [including literary artwork] to be a condition for perceptible 

objects to become available to communication” (10). Therefore the selections that the 

artist has made for his work matter in setting the parameters for the study and in 

identifying what is available for selection as utterance within the narrative. In addition, 
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the arrangement of the story constructs a narrative representation of a social system, and 

the reader acts as a second-order observer of the communication going on within that 

world.  Of course every observation is also a selection and I selected Cormac McCarthy’s 

novels for my study. His corpus of novels was a good platform for the work for a number 

of reasons. There are ten novels (so far), which is a large body of work, but not 

impossible to read in a reasonable span of time. The novels cover a broad time span, both 

in their publication dates and in the stories themselves. In addition, McCarthy’s selections 

in the novels interest me. The main characters are all male, and all hear and tell stories 

among themselves. Reading them allowed an observation about how male expectations 

are socialized through communication, and how contingent that communication can be. 

The contingent nature of communication, as revealed through this examination, leads to 

the complexity and uncertainty of results. Rather than masculine expectations arising 

from a heroic monomyth and resulting in a certain type of well-socialized man, a la 

Joseph Campbell, the contingent nature of communication leads to multiplicitous and 

uncertain results. I examined a different aspect of social communication in each chapter. 

Rather than focusing on the chronological or regional placing of the novels, I related 

them based upon the story of masculinity that McCarthy seemed to be building upon and 

on the behaviors that the characters exhibited, and the stories that they and others told.   

 In the first chapter, I examined the contingency of the hero/villain schema in 

masculine expectation.  Several of McCarthy’s main characters are men with heroic 

qualities. They are honest, capable, smart, and natural leaders, but whether these men are 
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heroes or villains is contingent upon their interpretation of the stories that they hear, the 

selections of the social system with which they are interpenetrated, and the interpretation 

of their communicative offerings by the people around them.  

 In the second chapter, I examined what happens to men who do not fit into the 

social schema, either because their personal qualities make it very difficult to be the kind 

of men they have been told that they should be, or because their social subsystem has 

selected them as unacceptable in their behavior or their persons. The men in these novels 

are very damaged by their inability to fit in with what they perceive as their proper role in 

the social system, becoming alienated from the love and attachment that they desire and, 

in one case, becoming truly monstrous. Their alienation, ironically, results from 

communication itself. Their ability to function and to be complete human beings is 

truncated their communication is negated through the selections made by the social 

systems that make up their worlds.  

 In the last chapter, I discussed how communication through language, the medium 

for communication in human social systems, is limited and is not enough in itself to form 

a human social system. The drawing of communicative boundaries, such as good guys 

and bad guys, can help in a complex social system to reduce complexity by limiting 

certain possibilities, but it presupposes an already existing complexity within the 

environment (which includes both the environment of other social systems and the 

natural environment as well). By removing that preexisting complexity through an 

apocalypse, McCarthy challenges assumptions about language as the highest form of 
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communication and allows the reader to observe that human social systems would not 

have developed at all without an already complex and highly evolved natural world.  

 Luhmann notes that the communication of art is a unity of the three-fold selection, 

just as is all communication.  It is part of “ascertaining a ‘reality’ … based on the 

experience of a resistance in the system against itself—for example, in perception against 

perception, or in language against language—and not on a comprehensive impression of 

the world” (Art 10).  What I have discovered in my work is that the three-fold selection 

works within the narrative world as well as within the world that the reader inhabits, and 

so the ranges of possibilities and contingencies open up and communicate things which 

the author both anticipated and did not. The behaviors occurring within the novels are as 

contingent upon communication and its success or failure as any communications within 

the so-called real world. This study of Cormac McCarthy’s novels is really a study of the 

three- fold communications within the novels and, in this case, how they both depict the 

transfer of myths about masculinity (Campbell’s ‘hero-myth’) and also make the results 

of those myths highly contingent upon whether they are heard by the characters, and how, 

once heard, they are interpreted and put into practice.  These contingencies are the reason 

that the outcomes in the novels are so variable and complex, because the contingency of 

communication is also why the ‘real’ social system is so complex and so varied. This 

systemic approach to McCarthy’s work is unique in McCarthy studies and I think it is 

possible to apply it more broadly not only to his work, but to communicative offerings in 
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other authors’ works or even in communication in a broader sense, for example, 

portrayals of Native Americans in American Westerns. 

 However, the significance of this approach does not lie just in what it has allowed 

me to observe in Cormac McCarthy’s work. While literature exists as a form of 

communicative offering, other narratives, including historical, scientific, and 

sociocultural narratives are also communicative offerings and they open up the social 

system to observation in the same way, through a form that actualizes a distinction 

between an imaginary world, and the world that we normally perceive.  

 I believe that there is a greater significance in this observation about narrative 

than simply its role in literary studies.  The work of the humanities in academia is to 

observe and understand the social system and to theorize about how it communicates and 

how it is structured, as well as how it changes. Social Systems Theory as an approach to 

narrative makes this observation explicit and gives the scholar a vocabulary for talking 

about those structures and changes in systematic terms through the threefold nature of 

communication. In addition, I believe that using this theory can open up interdisciplinary 

approaches. Some scholars, such as Bruce Clarke and Ira Livingston have used aspects of 

systems theory to approach the links between science and literature. Using this systemic 

approach could provide a new vocabulary for describing the stories that are being told 

and heard within the narrative and to explain social systemic anxieties or hopes about 

scientific discoveries that are being communicated through the narrative world. Perhaps 

this new vocabulary could lead to more dialogue between humanities and science about 
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social systemic change, growth, and contingencies. Certainly, that is a path that I would 

like to explore as I continue my work with Social Systems Theory.  
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