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Abstract

This dissertation, titled “Men Much for Themselves: Exploring Masculinity through
Fatherhood, Violence, and Sexuality in the Works of Cormac McCarthy,” examines the
portrayals and representations of masculinity in adult male characters across various works by
Cormac McCarthy. McCarthy is recognized as an author deeply engaged with the theme of
masculinity throughout his literary career. The dissertation has three primary aims. First, it
investigates which aspects of masculinity McCarthy considers to be fundamental to his male
characters. To address this question, | have identified three key elements that McCarthy
consistently incorporates in his portrayal of masculinity—elements that scholars also regard as
central to the construction of masculinity in adult men, particularly in the American context.
These aspects are fatherhood, violence, and sexuality. Second, the dissertation analyzes how
McCarthy constructs the masculinity of his characters through these three dimensions. Finally,
it explores whether McCarthy critiques or affirms the masculinity of his characters, and in what
ways he does so.

To undertake this exploration, the dissertation is organized into three main chapters,
each addressing one of the fundamental aspects in the construction of masculinity identified in
McCarthy’s male characters. The first chapter, titled “An Exploration of Fatherhood in
McCarthy,” focuses on father characters such as Culla Holme and the bearded one from Outer
Dark, and the man from The Road. My central argument is that McCarthy places these father
characters in similar worlds and circumstances, yet offers distinct outcomes regarding their
masculinity. In Outer Dark, McCarthy portrays fathers who embody a more detached, negative,
and less nurturing form of fatherhood, reflecting traditional conceptions of masculinity aligned
with hegemonic norms. In contrast, The Road presents the man as the quintessential sacrificial
father, deeply devoted to his son and resonating with twenty-first-century ideals such as “the

new father” and “caring masculinities.” To further illustrate this progression from negative to



more positive portrayals of fatherhood in McCarthy’s body of work, | also examine father
characters in novels published between the two main ones. These novels are All the Pretty
Horses, Blood Meridian, Child of God, and No Country for Old Men.

The second chapter, titled “An Analysis of Masculinity and Violence,” explores how
McCarthy presents violence as another fundamental element in the construction of masculinity.
The analysis focuses on two key characters: judge Holden from Blood Meridian and Anton
Chigurh from No Country for Old Men. The chapter begins by contextualizing the novels’
setting in the American West, highlighting the region’s historical association with endemic
violence, and the literary genre known as the Western. It also situates violence within the
broader framework of masculinity and McCarthy’s oeuvre. The violent masculinities of Holden
and Chigurh are then analyzed in relation to the natural world around them, as well as in
contrast with other male characters. The chapter concludes by exploring how McCarthy
critiques and ultimately condemns their violence, portraying both as vulnerable and revealing
the inherent flaws in their violent masculinities.

The third and final chapter, titled “Male-Female Relationships, Masculinity, and
Sexuality,” examines how interactions between male and female characters play a crucial role
in shaping masculinity. The chapter is divided into three main sections. First, it explores three
instances of harmonious relationships: Culla and Rinthy Holme from Outer Dark, and
Llewelyn Moss, Carla Jean, and the female hitchhiker from No Country for Old Men. Second,
it analyzes the tension between masculinity and femininity in the relationships of John Grady
Cole’s parents in All the Pretty Horses, Anton Chigurh and Carla Jean in No Country for Old
Men, and Renier and Malkina in The Counselor. Finally, the chapter investigates paraphilic
disorders exhibited by the characters of Lester Ballard in Child of God and judge Holden in
Blood Meridian. These paraphilic disorders include instances of necrophilia and pedophilic

disorder, among others.



To explore the three fundamental aspects McCarthy employs in constructing the
masculinity of his male characters, | draw on two types of secondary sources. On the one hand,
| incorporate various analyses by McCarthy scholars, focusing on both his body of work and
on gender studies. On the other hand, | engage with research on masculinity conducted by
anthropologists, historians, and sociologists. The inclusion of these sources allows for a more
comprehensive examination of the masculinities presented in McCarthy’s works. My overall
conclusion is that McCarthy was an author deeply engaged with the portrayal of diverse forms
of masculinity. Although his depictions are occasionally positive, they primarily serve to
illustrate the destructive and dangerous potential of masculinity—both to other male and

female characters, the world, and the individuals themselves.
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Resumen

Esta tesis doctoral, titulada “Hombres hechos a si mismos: Explorando la masculinidad desde
la paternidad, la violencia y la sexualidad en la obra de Cormac McCarthy”, examina las
representaciones de la masculinidad en personajes adultos masculinos en varias obras de
Cormac McCarthy. McCarthy es reconocido como un autor profundamente interesado en el
tema de la masculinidad a lo largo de su carrera literaria. Esta tesis doctoral tiene tres objetivos
principales. El primero, investigar qué aspectos de la masculinidad son considerados por
McCarthy como fundamentales en sus personajes masculinos. Para responder esta pregunta, he
identificado tres elementos clave que McCarthy incorpora de forma consistente en su
representacion de la masculinidad—elementos que otros académicos también reconocen como
centrales para la construccion de la masculinidad en hombres adultos, especialmente en el
contexto norteamericano—. Estos son la paternidad, la violencia y la sexualidad. El segundo
objetivo es analizar como McCarthy construye la masculinidad de sus personajes a través de
estas tres dimensiones. Finalmente, la tesis explora si McCarthy critica o reafirma la
masculinidad de sus personajes y de qué maneras lo hace.

Para llevar todo esto a cabo, la tesis esta organizada en tres capitulos, cada uno se centra
en un aspecto fundamental de la construccion de la masculinidad en los personajes masculinos
de McCarthy. El primer capitulo, titulado “Una exploracion de la paternidad en McCarthy”, se
centra en los personajes Culla Holme y el barbudo de La oscuridad exterior, y en el hombre de
La carretera. Mi argumentacion central es que McCarthy sitla estos padres en mundos y
circunstancias similares, si bien ofreciendo diferentes resultados en lo que respecta a la
masculinidad de los personajes. En La oscuridad exterior, McCarthy muestra padres que
encarnan una paternidad mas despegada, negativa y menos afectiva, reflejando asi
concepciones tradicionales de la masculinidad que se alinean con normas hegemaénicas. Por el

contrario, La carretera presenta al hombre como el ejemplo por excelencia del padre

Xiii



sacrificado, el cual es devoto de su hijo y refleja ideales del siglo veintiuno como el “nuevo
padre” y caring masculinity. Para ilustrar esta progresion en la representacion de la paternidad
de mas negativo a méas positivo en la obra de McCarthy, también exploro otros padres en
novelas publicadas entre las dos objeto de estudio del capitulo. Estas novelas son Hijo de Dios,
Meridiano de sangre, No es pais para viejos y Todos los hermosos caballos.

El segundo capitulo, titulado “Un analisis de la masculinidad y la violencia”, explora
cémo McCarthy presenta la violencia como un elemento fundamental en la construccion de la
masculinidad. Este analisis se centra en dos personajes clave: el juez Holden de Meridiano de
sangre y Anton Chigurh de No es pais para viejos. El capitulo comienza contextualizando las
novelas dentro del oeste americano, resaltando la asociacién historica de la region con una
violencia endémica, y del género literario conocido como el Western. El capitulo también sitta
la violencia dentro de un marco teérico mas amplio en relacion con la masculinidad y la obra
de McCarthy. Las masculinidades violentas de Holden y Chigurh son después analizadas en
relacién con el mundo natural que les rodea, asi como en contraste con otros personajes
masculinos. El capitulo concluye con la exploracion de como McCarthy critica y, en Gltima
instancia, condena la violencia de estos dos personajes, representandolos como vulnerables y
revelando los fallos inherentes en sus masculinidades violentas.

El tercer y ultimo capitulo, titulado ‘“Relaciones hombre-mujer, masculinidad y
sexualidad”, examina como las interacciones entre personajes masculinos y femeninos suponen
un rasgo fundamental en el modelado de la masculinidad. El capitulo esté dividido en tres
secciones principales. Primero, el capitulo explora tres ejemplos de relaciones armoniosas:
Culla y Rinthy Holme en La oscuridad exterior y Llewelyn Moss, Carla Jean y la joven
autostopista en No es pais para viejos. Segundo, se realiza un analisis de las tensiones entre las
relaciones de masculinidad y feminidad en los padres de John Grady Cole en Todos los

hermosos caballos, Anton Chigurh y Carla Jean en No es pais para viejos y Reiner y Malkina

Xiv



en El consejero. Finalmente, el capitulo investiga desdrdenes parafilicos en los personajes de
Lester Ballard en Hijo de Dios y el juez Holden en Meridiano de sangre. Estos desordenes
parafilicos incluyen necrofilia y desorden pedofilo, entre otros.

Para explorar estos tres aspectos fundamentales que McCarthy utiliza en la construccion
de la masculinidad de sus personajes varones recurro a dos tipos de fuentes secundarias. Por
un lado, incorporo los anlisis de varios estudiosos de la obra de McCarthy, centrados en su
obra, asi como en estudios de género. Por otro lado, recurro a analisis de la masculinidad
realizado por antropologos, historiadores y socidlogos. La inclusion de estas fuentes permite
una examinacion mas exhaustiva de la masculinidad presente en la obra literaria de McCarthy.
Mi analisis concluye que McCarthy era un autor que centraba su obra en la representacion de
diversas formas de masculinidad. Aungue sus representaciones son ocasionalmente positivas,
estas sirven primariamente de ilustracion de masculinidades potencialmente violentas y
destructivas tanto para otros personajes masculinos y femeninos, como para el mundo que

habitan y los propios individuos en si.
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Introduction

1. Discovering Cormac McCarthy

The first time | remember encountering the work of Cormac McCarthy (1933-2023)
was through the Spanish translation of The Road (2006). | vividly recall being captivated by
the harrowing ordeal of that father and son as they traverse a desolate wasteland in search for
awarmer place. While the narrative itself was appealing to me, I remember finding McCarthy’s
distinctive style less convincing. At the time, | was uncertain whether this impression stemmed
from the author’s original prose or from the translation, as my English was very limited, and |
was definitely not proficient enough to take on virtually any text written in English. Six years
later, | found myself having moved to Boston, Massachusetts, on what might be described as a
quest for self-discovery. Little did I know at the moment I made the decision to move there that
both Boston and the experience would change my life forever. | enrolled in the Boston School
of Modern Languages—an English school that, regrettably, no longer exists—where | had the
opportunity to significantly improve my English. During the almost two years | spent there, |
was fortunate to learn from exceptional teachers whose patience and dedication greatly aided
my linguistic development.

One of these teachers, who later became a dear friend, was Adam Shenker—a man with
a deep passion for literature. Adam not only taught me English but also offered a somewhat
introductory course on the art of reading. He would frequently bring short stories to class for
us to read and discuss. One day, he brought in the first twenty-five pages of The Road. Although
I cannot pinpoint the exact reason, reading those pages in English, with Adam’s guidance, felt
like a breath of fresh air and sparked my newfound interest in McCarthy’s work. I remember
going to a small bookstore in Roslindale, where | asked the clerk for recommendations on other

McCarthy novels suitable for someone learning English. He convinced me to purchase All the
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Pretty Horses (1992), the first installment or volume in the Border Trilogy. As my time in
Boston drew to a close, Adam asked me to stay for a few minutes after class on the final day
before my graduation. He had a gift for me, a copy of Blood Meridian, or The Evening Redness
in the West (1985). He explained that he considered it to be one of the greatest American?
novels ever written. It was the first time a teacher had ever given me a present, and such a
special one that was. This moment marked the beginning of my deep passion for McCarthy’s
work. While | read and greatly appreciated Blood Meridian, | must admit that | struggled to
fully understand it, as McCarthy’s use of the language is definitely challenging for a non-native
English speaker. Nonetheless, one character stood out to me as particularly intriguing: judge
Holden, also known as “the judge,” whose complexity captivated me despite my limited
language skills.

As previously mentioned, my time in Boston was transformative, and the two years |
spent there convinced me to pursue a university degree. In 2014, | enrolled in the English
Studies program at Complutense University of Madrid, where | studied until my graduation in
2018. During these four enriching years, | deepened my understanding of the English language
and of both British and American literature. Throughout this period, McCarthy remained a
constant presence in my academic life. In my senior year, | decided to focus my final paper on
his work, marking the beginning of my collaboration with another inspiring mentor, Dr.

Carmen Méndez. Dr. Méndez agreed to supervise my paper, which examined representations

! In this dissertation, the terms “American” and “America” are used to refer specifically to both the nationality
and the country of the United States of America. | recognize the controversy surrounding these terms, as
“America” is technically the name of the continent where the U.S. is located, and thus does not denote a single
country. However, both “America” and “American” are commonly employed in films, novels, television series,
and political speeches to exclusively refer to the United States. Additionally, as this dissertation will show,
scholars often use “American” to describe works produced by U.S. nationals, such as Cormac McCarthy. In
relation to the controversy surrounding the term, see Karina Martinez-Carter’s article “What Does ‘American’
Actually Mean?” (2013). Martinez-Carter highlights that in many other countries across the continent, especially
“in Latin America and for Latin Americans, the term ‘America’ means Latin America, and ‘American,’ Latin
American.”



of evil in Blood Meridian and Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, or The Whale (1851). Her
insights were invaluable to the development of my research.

The following academic year, while pursuing a master’s degree in North American
Studies, I encountered McCarthy’s work once again. McCarthy was included in the syllabus
for one of the courses in the master’s program, “Major Authors and Key Texts of American
Literature.” | was invited to give a presentation on McCarthy, which | eagerly accepted, and |
chose to focus my session on The Road. This experience, my first time lecturing, was both
exhilarating and affirming. My academic engagement with McCarthy continued as | later wrote
my master’s thesis, shifting the focus from the theme of evil to representations of masculinity
in some of his novels.

Probably due to both the opportunity Dr. Méndez provided and my work on the master’s
thesis, 1 was subsequently invited by another professor I had met at my first academic
conference to lecture at Wilfrid Laurier University in Waterloo, Canada. Dr. Katherine Roberts
gave me the opportunity to present McCarthy’s work in her course on U.S. borders, where [
specifically addressed themes from my master’s thesis, with an emphasis on the novel No
Country for Old Men (2005). The undergraduate students in Dr. Roberts’s class expressed
significant interest in my lecture and later reached out to inquire about my future academic
plans. | informed them that | had recently enrolled in a Ph.D. program, with my dissertation
topic firmly rooted in the study of Cormac McCarthy’s works. Dr. Méndez, once again,
graciously agreed to serve as my mentor for this next phase of my academic journey. My
fascination with McCarthy’s works and his representations of masculinity persists and remains
central to my doctoral research.

Cormac McCarthy is a prominent American author, widely recognized among literary
scholars and Americanists. His writing career began during his university years, from 1957 to

1960, with the publication of two short stories: “Wake for Susan” (1959) and “A Drowning



Incident” (1960). During this period, he also received the Ingram-Merrill Award for creative
writing. Later, McCarthy was awarded the Rockefeller Foundation Grant (1966—-1968), which
enabled him to travel through several European countries, including England, France, Italy,
and Spain. He even spent a year residing on the Spanish island of Ibiza,? where he began
learning Spanish—a language he would later incorporate into some of his novels.

McCarthy’s early career as a writer did not yield commercial success. With his first
four novels—The Orchard Keeper (1965), Outer Dark (1968), Child of God (1973), and
Suttree (1979)—, he gained a reputation of being “considered a regional writer” primarily
associated with the American South (Brummer 125). As James Brummer elucidates,
“McCarthy’s first attempts at short fiction and his first four novels were all set in and around
the author’s ‘own little postage stamp of native soil,”” specifically, “the Appalachian region of
Eastern Tennessee” (125). Consequently, McCarthy was initially labeled a “Southern writer,”
a designation which “connotes a genre as much as it does a region of origination” (Yarbrough
13). These early novels are often referred to as his Appalachian or Tennessee novels.

Although it is widely believed that McCarthy did not gain significant popularity until
the 1990s and largely avoided media interviews, a 2022 article published in The Cormac
McCarthy Journal reveals that between 1968 and 1980, McCarthy granted several interviews
to local newspapers in the geographical region above described by Brummer. Dianne Luce and
Zachary Turpin note in the article that “[a]lthough the sales of his books have been what
Random House calls ‘disappointing,” critically they have done very well” (130). However, this
critical success of the Appalachian novels did not translate to widespread popularity among
general readers. One potential reason for the commercial underperformance of these novels

may lie in their distinctive nature and themes. In one of the interviews compiled by Luce and

2 McCarthy revisits, this time from a literary perspective, the island of Ibiza in The Passenger (2022)—his
penultimate novel. Toward the end of the novel, the protagonist, Robert Western, permanently relocates to the
island. This choice may reflect McCarthy’s homage to Ibiza, possibly even weaving into the novel’s narrative
some of the author’s own experiences and memories from his time there.



Turpin, McCarthy recounts an anecdote about Child of God: “About six months after the book
came out, | had gone to New York to talk with my editor, Albert Erskine—(who was also
Faulkner’s editor). He was introducing me to some people there and they were all giving me
these weird looks. One woman came up to me and said, “That’s the strangest book I’ve ever
read’” (130). The “strangeness” the woman refers to may stem from the fact that McCarthy
“writes about people—odd people and sordid human conditions” (125). McCarthy himself
affirms that “[t]he odd ones are more interesting” (125). Another McCarthy scholar opines that
these four Appalachian novels

reflect the intersectional concerns of race and class in the post-Civil Rights era.

To some degree, each of these novels also explores the encroachment of

modernity on a tradition-bound culture, set apart from cosmopolitan concerns by

such forces as family, geography, or poverty. Race and ethnicity are rarely in the

foreground in these works, but neither are their conflicts imaginable without

such markers of identity that are the legacy of American history. (Dudley, “Race

and Cultural Difference” 208)
Despite the fact that none of McCarthy’s Appalachian novels achieved bestselling status, he
had nonetheless “established himself among a handful of devoted readers as a southern writer
with a remarkable gift for language, a writer of dark and violent novels” (Parrish, “History and
the Problem of Evil” 67)—characteristics that would continue to define his work throughout
his career.

It may be this legacy of American history, as alluded to by John Dudley, that influenced
McCarthy’s decision to shift the primary setting of his fifth novel—published six years after

Suttree—to another region deeply embedded in American history: the U.S.-Mexico border.®

® This regional area in McCarthy’s literary worlds has been explored at length by academics. Cooper elucidates
that “[t]he border region specifically plays a significant role in each of McCarthy’s Westerns” (“The Southwest”
26). Moreover, Cooper illustrates this significance by alluding to Luce’s article “Doomed Enterprise at Caborca:
The Henry Crabb Expedition of 1857 and McCarthy’s Unquiet American Boys,” published in Louise Jillett’s
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Even though Blood Meridian* initially failed to achieve commercial success, it significantly
bolstered McCarthy’s reputation among critics and academics. Harold Bloom, the renowned
scholar and literary critic, asserts in his edited volume Cormac McCarthy (2002) that McCarthy
“is the worthy disciple both of Melville and of Faulkner. I venture that no other living American
novelist, not even Pynchon, has given us a book as strong and memorable as Blood Meridian”
(2). True to his earlier works, Blood Meridian “is a dark novel” (Yasayan 95), one that Bloom
even describes as “the authentic American apocalyptic novel” (How to Read and Why 340). In
this novel, McCarthy intricately weaves together fictional and historical characters “within a
story that describes U.S. imperial expansion as a ‘heliotropic plague’ tending westward through
cycles of death and destruction extending into a future that includes but is not contained by
contemporary American reality” (Parrish, Civil War to the Apocalypse 80). Perhaps because of
the novel’s capacity to extend to contemporary America, Bloom asserts that Blood Meridian is
“more relevant even in 2000 than it was fifteen years ago” (How to Read and Why 340). Critics
widely agree that McCarthy’s first foray into the Western genre® is not only “his greatest
achievement in that genre” (Cooper “The Southwest” 26), but also “the ultimate Western, not
to be surpassed” (Bloom, Cormac McCarthy 1). The consensus surrounding Blood Meridian

is overwhelmingly positive, with the novel being hailed as “a novel of incomparable beauty”

edited volume Cormac McCarthy’s Borders and Landscapes (2016). In relation to McCarthy’s Westerns, in the
article, Luce “argues that in fact they may properly be understood as ‘border’ literature more than merely
Westerns, united as they are by similar themes rooted in that border region: ‘the permeability of the Mexican-
American border, international border transgressions, intercultural contacts, and American attitudes of
exceptionalism, will to empire, and blindness to the sovereignty of other countries’ (3—4). These themes that Luce
identifies run through each of McCarthy’s Southwestern ‘border novels’ (Cooper, “The Southwest” 26).

* Bent Serensen offers and intriguing interpretation of the novel’s subtitle, Or the Evening Redness in the West.
Serensen explains that McCarthy makes use of “other paratextual strategies” in the subtitle, such as “over-
determined, generic markers” (19). These strategies and markers not only anchor the novel geographically but
also situate it “thematically with its invocation of the Abendland of Goethe (the Evening Redness) as the eventual
goal of the katabasis (the California coast). The main title’s use of the word ‘meridian’ underlines the notion of
horizontal progress along a line drawn on a map, further accentuating the violence of this traversal by painting the
meridian the colour of the sunset and of blood” (19).

> Cooper notes that Blood Meridian “emerged around the time that Westerns were shading toward grittier, more
cynical looks at the ‘golden era’ of westward expansion; published in 1985, the novel arrived between the heyday
of Sergio Leone’s ‘spaghetti Westerns’ in the 1960s and 1970s, and more cinematically apocalyptic versions such
as Unforgiven in 1992” (“The Southwest” 26).



(Frye, “Blood Meridian and the Poetics of Violence” 107), a “most notorious novel” (Hillier,
“The Judge’s Molar” 76), and a “canonical imaginative achievement, both an American and a
universal tragedy of blood” (Bloom, How to Read and Why 341). It has also been described as
the “first and last book of American history” (Parrish, Civil War to the Apocalypse 116), a
“masterpiece” and “one of the great novels of American Literature” (Cooper, “The Southwest”
24), and a work that “encompasses all of American literature and absorbs other major American
works as a small part of its narrative frame [thus making] these works (even Moby-Dick [1851])
seem puny and quaint by comparison” (Parrish, Civil War to the Apocalypse 85). Despite this
extensive praise, McCarthy did not achieve widespread fame among general readers until the
1990s.5

It appears McCarthy had found a new literary niche within the Western genre, as
evidenced by his subsequent three novels, collectively known as the Border Trilogy—All the
Pretty Horses, The Crossing (1994), and Cities of the Plain (1998). These works further
develop themes introduced in Blood Meridian. Lydia Cooper notes that through this trilogy,
“McCarthy remained physically and aesthetically rooted in the American Southwest,
specifically the contested border region of Texas and Mexico” (“The Southwest” 24). Echoing
the views of other critics, Sara Spurgeon observes that

it is no coincidence that the action of All the Pretty Horses takes place exactly

one hundred years after that of Blood Meridian. In many ways, Pretty Horses is

the offspring of that book, an elegy for a romanticized way of life, a code of

honor, a mythical world birthed and brutally murdered in Blood Meridian—the

world of the cowboy. (“Pledged in Blood” 25)

® In this decade, McCarthy also published two plays, The Stonemason (1994) and The Gardener’s Son (1996). For
reasons later explained, these two will not be explored in this dissertation.



However, unlike Blood Meridian, the first two volumes of the Border Trilogy can be viewed
as coming-of-age novels (Benson 49; Cooper Alarcon 147) that “conjure the narrative arc and
force of the bildungsroman,” employing “chivalric, romantic tropes and themes, [offering a]
more lyrical prose style, and to the themes of morality and violence present in Blood Meridian
the trilogy adds a gorgeously rendered yearning for and tantalizing possibility of redemption”
(Cooper “The Southwest” 27). Aligning with Cooper’s observations, Russell Hillier even
claims that the trilogy represents “McCarthy’s extensive study in the nature of human
goodness” (“‘Like some supplicant to the darkness over them all’” 8). These differences
between Blood Meridian and the Border Trilogy may have contributed to making these latter
volumes more accessible to a wider audience.

It is undisputed that All the Pretty Horses “would go on to become a best seller
(McCarthy’s first best seller, in fact), win the National Book Award, and bring McCarthy
widespread attention for the first time” (Cooper, “The Southwest” 24). As a matter of fact, the
novel had “seven printings in the first two months of its release” and received “overwhelmingly
positive reviews [which] placed McCarthy in the position of one of the nation’s foremost
novelists” (Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy 94). Upon the novel’s publication, McCarthy even
agreed to an interview—the first in many years—with Richard Woodward for The New York
Times Magazine. The success of All the Pretty Horses was such that it attracted Hollywood’s
attention, leading to a film adaptation directed by Billy Bob Thornton in 2000. This signified
the first film adaptation of a McCarthy novel, but it would not be the last. Following the
publication of the Border Trilogy, McCarthy’s next two novels, No Country for Old Men and
The Road, were also adapted into films, directed by the Coen brothers in 2007—winner of four
Academy Awards, including the Oscar for best picture—and by John Hillcoat in 2009,

respectively.



No Country for Old Men was McCarthy’s first novel published in the twenty-first
century, appearing seven years after the release of Cities of the Plain, the final volume of the
Border Trilogy. Critics have noted that the novel “continues McCarthy’s exploration of the
trappings and tropes of the Western, walking and talking in ways that place it neatly within the
lineage of one of America’s most recognizable genres” (Brummer 129). The narrative’s
primary events remain “rooted in the Texas-Mexico border region” (Cooper, “The Southwest”
27). While the novel contains “elements of the Western,” it has also been classified as a “hard-
boiled crime novel” (Cant 56) and “a grim, terse thriller” (Cooper, “The Southwest” 31). In
contrast to McCarthy’s previous works, No Country for Old Men “employs a less lyrical,
stripped-down prose style” (27), which McCarthy employs to shove “to the forefront the
ostensibly ‘new’ violence born in the latter part of the twentieth century, as the post-Vietnam
War United States struggled with its role as a global economic empire, incompatible with the
‘city on a hill’ imagery of its founding” (31).

In contrast, McCarthy’s The Road, published a year after No Country for Old Men,
addresses violence from a post-apocalyptic perspective, depicting a world reduced to ashes in
which survival is nearly impossible. The world of The Road is one “in which disasters are
always happening, a world dominated by nihilism, catastrophe and the struggle for survival”
(Grigore 57). In the novel, McCarthy presents “a sacrificial narrative” (Caradec 113) and “a
distressing journey for survival in a world dominated by death” (Millan Alba 184; my trans.).’
While No Country for Old Men is set in the same regional areca as McCarthy’s previous
Westerns, in The Road, McCarthy “returns to the South. From what we can discern, this is post-
apocalyptic Tennessee” (Rambo 100). The novel is characterized by “no intricate plot” (99)

and a style that “is pared down, elemental” (Kunsa 58). Beyond these descriptors, The Road®

" “La carretera muestra, en cambio, un angustioso viaje de supervivencia en un mundo dominado por la muerte”.
8 In relation to the popularity of the novel, Adeline Johns-Putra elucidates that a British edition of The Road
“carries one of the most oft-quoted endorsements of the novel, a statement attributed to the author Andrew
O’Hagan. The precise utterance, presumably made by O’Hagan as a regular guest on BBC Radio 4’s Saturday
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has achieved the status of a “seminal novel” (Astrém 114), becoming “McCarthy’s most
popular (...) novel” (Hardwig 39), and earning him the Pulitzer Prize. Once a “somewhat
reclusive novelist” (Brummer 46), McCarthy’s notoriety reached its peak when he was
interviewed by Oprah Winfrey on The Oprah Winfrey Show on June 5, 2007.

The same year that The Road was published, McCarthy also released The Sunset
Limited: A Novel in Dramatic Form (2006), a play “which takes place in a tenement apartment
in ‘a black ghetto’ in contemporary New York City, despite the fact that the train route in the
title famously runs from New Orleans to Los Angeles” (Dudley “Race and Cultural Difference”
210). Nicholas Monk contends that The Sunset Limited “deals efficiently with McCarthy’s
recurrent themes of loss, ennui, attenuated spiritual redemption, existential angst, the crisis of
masculinity, and modernity—themes that the play addresses, perhaps, in a less satisfying way
than the novels” (114). It is worth mentioning that The Sunset Limited has also found its place
on stage through theatrical performances, and was even adapted into a film directed by Tommy
Lee Jones in 2011. Perhaps following this trend of film adaptations of his works, McCarthy’s
next project was his first and only screenplay, The Counselor (2013), directed by Ridley Scott.
The film received poor reviews, scoring only 34% on Rotten Tomatoes.® In this screenplay,
McCarthy “returns to the southwestern setting of the majority of his work™ (Cooper, “The
Southwest” 24). This year also saw the film adaptation of Child of God, directed by James
Franco, which similarly scored negative reviews, with a score of 42% on Rotten Tomatoes.

Finally, as if metaphorically closing the circle initiated with his Appalachian novels,

McCarthy returned to his familiar setting in his last two novels, The Passenger and Stella

Review program, is now lost since the program’s podcasts are archived only as far back as 2010 (‘Podcasts’). In
a comparable statement, the British writer and activist George Monbiot praised the novel as ‘the most important
environmental book ever written,” in his regular column in the UK broadsheet the Guardian in October 2007,
asserting that it ‘will change the way you see the world’” (519-20).

° Rotten Tomatoes provides metrics based on reviews from both professional critics and general moviegoers.
Although the website claims to ensure the objectivity of its ratings, there are no safeguards in place to prevent
potential manipulation of the metrics. Despite this, a film’s score on Rotten Tomatoes often influences public
perception of its quality.
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Maris, both published in the fall of 2022, just a month apart. Chris VVognar, a literary critic for
The Boston Globe, describes these final novels as “characteristically bleak and daunting” (N8).
It could be argued that all of McCarthy’s works in this century “are constructed overtly as
experiments into the behavior of humans confronted by dire circumstances” (Gibbs 62).
Vognar further asserts that The Passenger “is a stubborn novel that dares you to like it, written
with a verse and mastery of language that make it hard not to” (N9). In contrast, Stella Maris
“reads more like an expansion of ideas explored in The Passenger than a book in and of itself.
But because this is McCarthy, whose dialogue can be as transcendent as his descriptions, it’s
still a welcome postscript” (N9). Vognar’s reflections on McCarthy’s stylistic prowess and
thematic concerns resonate with the assessments of numerous literary scholars.

As previously discussed, McCarthy’s literary career has been primarily centered on
depicting two geographical regions within the United States, establishing him as “a southern
novelist. A western novelist. An author of the grotesque, the perverse, the extreme” (Link 150).
This dual geographical focus has become his canon. Critics have often labeled him the
“[rlightful heir to the Southern Gothic tradition,” noting that his “style owes much to
Faulkner’s” (Woodward), whilst his work resonates with the influences of “a pantheon of
American literature: the barogue language and sentence structure of Faulkner; the terse, laconic
dialogue of Hemingway; even the paranoid poetry of DeLillo” (Vognar N9). Prior to his
passing, McCarthy was frequently considered unparalleled—*“There isn’t anyone remotely like
him in contemporary American literature” (Woodward)—and celebrated as “one of the most
powerful and talented writers of contemporary American literature—and perhaps the greatest
living American writer” (Rudnicki 39). He was often seen as a “genius whose craft belonged
in the rarified air above the scrum of mere commerce” (Brummer 99). These accolades were
largely attributed to his distinctive style, characterized by “recondite vocabulary, punctuation,

portentous rhetoric, use of dialect and concrete sense of the world” (Woodward). His prose,
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described as “lambent and elevated” (Monk 111) and “aspir[ing] to the status of poetry”
(Parrish, “History and the Problem of Evil” 67), maintained a consistent style throughout his
career. This style can be distilled into several key elements: “a poet’s ear for rhythm and
repetition, landscape rendered in exquisite, palpable detail, and cadences and diction bordering
at times on the archaic” (Brummer 73). We can just conclude that for many scholars,
McCarthy’s work exhibited “a poetic force unsurpassed in all of American fiction” (Parrish,
“History and the Problem of Evil” 76).1°

One might wonder what themes McCarthy explores in his works. The concise answer
is that they “encompass all the various disciplines and interests of humanity” (Woodward),
though, this is a broad and general characterization. McCarthy scholar Timothy Parrish clarifies
that McCarthy’s body of work “confronts the essential questions that emerge from having been
born human, questions of the utmost philosophical and theological importance” (“History and
the Problem of Evil” 67). These essential questions are reminiscent of what Russian author
Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) referred to as “the accursed questions” (prokliatye voprosy).
For Dostoevsky, these are the ultimate questions of human existence as they probe the nature
of man, the existence of God, the problems of evil, the inevitability of death, and the meaning
of life. Throughout his career, McCarthy grappled with these profound existential concerns.
Described as an author “going against the trends of much of twentieth-century fiction”
(Evenson, “Embodying Violence” 140), McCarthy “like Dostoevsky, allows the ideas and

philosophies of different modes of inhabiting the world to play themselves out dramatically in

% For readers interested in McCarthy’s narrative style, Alan Noble’s explanation offers valuable insights.
Although Noble’s analysis specifically addresses The Crossing, much of his commentary could be broadly
applicable to McCarthy’s oeuvre. Noble explains: “There are two primary registers to the narrator’s voice which
distinguish it. The lower register is used to simply describe the action. Such descriptions tend to be minimalist:
sparse, sterile, and empirical, focusing on the details of the action without passing any judgment on them. The use
of the conjunction and to string together these descriptions also characterizes this register. It allows the narrator a
distance from his story and characters by objectification, since each item in the description and each action is
relayed with seemingly disinterested precision. The vatic style which marks McCarthy’s work appears in the
narrator’s higher register. In this style, the narrator often uses similes that allude to fantastic or alien images to
describe mundane scenes” (‘Narrative, Being, and the Dialogic Novel” 241).
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the form of fully drawn characters with coherent ideologies” (136). It may be due to these
different modes of world habitation that, via his diverse characters, McCarthy “is simply trying
to define the human by the marginal rather than the central” (Winchell 300). McCarthy is
interested in the “stark contrast of an ordered world and the chaos that surrounds” (Mitchell
256) and depicts “even the most hellish landscapes” (Evenson, “Embodying Violence” 136).
In the literary worlds he creates, McCarthy is intrigued “by the down and out and the suffering
of those existing along the edges of society, intrigued too by those that flutter on the edge of
social structures and sometimes stumble off” (136). Additionally, as will be further explored
in the subsequent chapters of this dissertation, McCarthy frequently incorporates the Bible into
his works. Noble observes that “[w]ords, phrases, passages, images, themes, and literary
techniques from the Bible all weave their way into the polyphonic discourse of McCarthy’s
works, through the mouths of characters, the settings, or the narrators” (“The Bible” 99). These
insights are accurate and address two central themes that McCarthy often explores: our capacity
(or lack thereof) to understand the world, including its spiritual or transcendent aspects, and
how our interpretation of the world influences who we are (99). Furthermore, | contend that
McCarthy is primarily interested in exploring masculinity.

McCarthy’s sustained focus on men is well-documented. Brummer notes that
“McCarthy has spent nearly all of his time at the institute [The Santa Fe Institute] writing about
men. Men lost and wandering in the vast landscapes of America’s West. Men whose default
means of communication is more often violent than verbal. Men who fear, fantasize about, and
efface women. Men without a country. Men in search of themselves” (9). Furthermore,
Brummer describes McCarthy’s treatment of masculinity as “revisionist, interrogative, and
celebratory” (67), a characterization I agree with and have explored in my master’s thesis, and
will continue to explore in this dissertation. Before delving further into McCarthy’s interest in

masculinity and the corpus and scope of this dissertation, it is essential to first outline the
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methodological framework on masculinity and masculinity studies that will inform my analysis

of his works.

2. Approaching Masculinity Studies

As a man, my interest in exploring masculinity stems from both academic and personal
reasons. When I was researching for my master’s thesis, my academic understanding of
masculinity was still limited and in its early stages. During my second year as a Ph.D. student,
I learned that Castilla La Mancha University was launching a new master’s program in
Masculinity Studies, coordinated by Dr. José Maria Armengol—arguably Spain’s most
renowned and respected scholar in the field. | was immediately intrigued, enrolled in the
program, and earned certification as a “Specialist in Masculinity.”

What exactly are masculinity studies? What do they encompass? I recall grappling with
these questions while preparing for my master’s thesis and during the initial stages of my
doctoral research. The truth is that the field of masculinity studies owes much of its foundation
to feminism. Therefore, to answer these questions adequately, it is essential to first establish
some context regarding feminism. Since this dissertation focuses on McCarthy’s portrayal of
masculinity, the reader will understand that the forthcoming caveat on feminism and
masculinity studies will be brief yet comprehensive.

Gender studies scholars have observed that the feminist movement has a history
spanning at least two hundred years (Bosch Fiol et al. 28). Feminism is described as “a social
and political theory, as well as a diverse and heterogeneous movement, whose fundamental
objective is to change the world” (Bacete 227; my trans.).!* Furthermore, feminism is also “a

progressive, plural, and pacific movement that fights for the basic principle of equal rights and

11 “E] feminismo es una teoria social y politica, a la vez que un movimiento diverso y heterogéneo, que tiene como
objetivo fundamental cambiar el mundo”.
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denounces all the strategies aimed at the submission and control of women by patriarchy”
(Bosch Fiol et al. 28; my trans.).}? Finally, feminism is a “trend of thought in permanent
evolution advocating for equal rights and opportunities for both sexes. It constitutes a different
way of understanding the world, power relations, social structures, and the relationships
between sexes” (211; my trans.).!® Although the first identified wave of feminism emerged in
the late 19" century, often associated with urban industrialism and liberal, socialist politics, it
is arguably the second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s—*“following the rise of the
women’s movement” (T. Edwards 55)—that began to make the most significant impact in
academia. For instance, in the academic field of sociology,

much of this prefeminist writing, done under the influence of functionalism,

treated sex roles as complementary and necessary—not as stemming from

unequal power relations between women and men. Masculinity and femininity

were likewise seen as sex-specific and sex-appropriate personality traits that

were expressed behaviorally, rather than as attributions elicited by acts of

domination and subordination. (Schrock and Schwalbe 278)
What Douglas Schrock and Michael Schwalbe refer to in the above quote is known as “sex
roles,” a concept that will be discussed further. Their comment highlights the increasing
recognition of men’s historical domination over women. By the 1970s, both femininity and
masculinity were often “identified respectively with positive and negative value judgments”
(Ovesey and Person 55). Femininity was equated with failure, while masculinity was linked to
success (55). This association of masculinity with success stemmed from its representation of

“independence, self-affirmation, risk-taking, social dominance, and aggressiveness” (Gini and

12 [El feminismo] “es un movimiento progresista, plural y pacifico, que lucha por el principio basico de laigualdad
de derechos y que denuncia todas las maniobras y estrategias destinadas al sometimiento y control de las mujeres
por parte del patriarcado”.

13 «“Feminismo: Corriente de pensamiento en permanente evolucion por la defensa de la igualdad de derechos y
oportunidades entre ambos sexos. Constituye una forma diferente de entender el mundo, las relaciones de poder,

las estructuras sociales y las relaciones entre los sexos”.
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Pozzoli 586), whereas femininity was viewed as embodying “weakness, submissiveness,
inferiority” (Ovesey and Person 55).1* As a result, women grew increasingly frustrated with
being perceived as weak, and the dominance of men came under scrutiny.

During the second wave of feminism, “women’s fundamental right to freedom from
men’s violence became a cornerstone of feminist enquiry per se” (T. Edwards 55). According
to Raewyn Connell, a renowned gender scholar, Western feminism, in its struggle against
patriarchy,'® concentrated on addressing

men’s aggression against women. Women’s shelters spread awareness of

domestic violence, and campaigns against rape argued that every man is a

potential rapist. Anti-pornography feminism in the 1980s carried this further,

seeing men’s sexuality as pervasively violent, and pornography as an attack upon

women. The view that it is mainstream masculinity that is violent, not just a

deviant group, also spread in feminist peace movements and the environmental

movement. (41)

During the 1990s, the third wave of feminism was “clearly influenced by the advent of
post-structural theory, particularly as it relate[d] to gender in terms of questions of normativity,
performativity and sexuality” (T. Edwards 3). Judith Butler’s revolutionary assertion that
gender is a performance that is repeatedly enacted (140)—their ideas on the performativity of
gender will be explored in the third chapter of this dissertation—is arguably a cornerstone of

this post-structural theory mentioned by Tim Edwards. Scholars have praised the feminist

14 It is important to note that, although Ovesey and Person’s observations were formulated in the 1970s, the notion
that “men and women alike still use these stereotypes in evaluating many aspects of behavior, their own as well
as that of others” (55) remains relevant today.

'3 In relation to patriarchy, Connell elucidates that around 1970, feminism identified it as “the master pattern in
human history” (65). Although Connell acknowledges that this characterization was “overgeneralized,” the idea
nonetheless “well captured the power and intractability of a massive structure of social relations: a structure that
involved the state, the economy, culture and communications as well as kinship, child-rearing and sexuality” (65).
Additionally, another scholar notes that patriarchy “was deeply entrenched in rituals, routines and social practices.
Moreover, since men, it was argued, continue to occupy positions of power it was difficult for them to be reflexive
about the negative aspects of masculinity” (Beynon 85).
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movement for its profound impact, describing it as “the most significant force in raising
consciousness about the oppression of women and in particular about the use of power and
force by men, the State and state agencies to control women’s bodies” (Morgan and Scott 10).
According to David Morgan and Sue Scott, this feminist force has been instrumental in
documenting “the control and exploitation of women’s bodies via domestic violence, rape and
sexual abuse, advertising and pornography, medical interventions, exploitation and harassment
at work, etc.” (10).1® Moreover, the feminist movement “has made central a cultural and
political analysis and critique of gender and sexuality and has been rightly wary of
universalizing claims about gender and of accounts that seem to reduce gender to a single
defining or characterizing feature” (Chodorow 70). As mentioned, without feminism, gender
and, by extension, masculinity studies might not have developed.

The social pressure exerted by the various waves of feminism inevitably influenced
men as well. In the 1970s, feminist critiques of patriarchy “gave a focus to the literature on
masculinity that it had never had before. There was now a degree of coherence to the discussion
as awhole, a common set of issues, and for many of the authors, a distinct new genre of writing”
(Carrigan et al. 564). This emerging field within gender studies became known as masculinity
studies. Feminist ideas not only contributed to redefining dominant models of masculinity “but
also helped to deconstruct the categories through which the dominant masculine role was
sustained” (Valcuende del Rio 13; my trans.).” Much like feminism, masculinity studies have
also evolved through different waves.

The first wave of masculinity studies “saw masculinity as a socially constructed identity

into which boys were socialised to become socially acceptable men. This identity was primarily

16 Although there are numerous examples of feminism’s achievements, one of the most notable in recent years is
the #MeToo movement. This initiative has been pivotal in exposing and denouncing the exploitation and sexual
harassment women have faced, particularly in high-profile industries like Hollywood.

17 «“Pero determinados discursos feministas han servido también para deconstruir las categorias a través de las
cuales se sustentaba el modelo dominante de masculinidad”.
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defined in terms of sex role theory, which argued that the masculinity was simply the
consequence, effect or outcome of the male sex role” (T. Edwards 104-05). These early studies
in the field were “at pains to point out that the male sex role was also limiting and indeed
negative, for men as well as for women” (104). As a matter of fact, the mainstream theoretical
proposition of masculinity literature from the 1970s “was that men are oppressed in a fashion
comparable to women” (Carrigan et al. 567). The literature of this decade was “concerned
[with] the restrictions, disadvantages, and general penalties attached to being a man. ‘Do men
need women’s liberation?’ was a common question or point of reference, and the response was
resoundingly “Yes’—for the benefit of men. This was sometimes so that men too could become
complete, authentic human beings” (564). While some men embraced this view positively, the
feeling was not fully shared by all the men and reactions

remained divided and in fact became even more split, a fracture that deepened

during the 1980s and 1990s and led to the development of various men’s

movements, often implicitly and sometimes overtly opposed to the advancement

of second-wave feminism, particularly in the United States in the wake of the

rise of the mythopoetic and similar men’s movements. (T. Edwards 25)
Perhaps the rise of these men’s movements found their raison d’etre in the fact that “any
attempt to weld men’s studies and feminism is flawed by the very diversity of feminism and
indeed feminist projects” (35). Regardless of the ongoing division, during the 1980s, as stated,
feminism inspired “the so-called ‘masculinity studies,” whose main objective is to show how
the cultural construction of gender has not only determined women’s behavior, but also that of
males” (Carabi and Armengol 8; my trans.).!® The integration of masculinity studies into

gender studies highlighted an often-overlooked aspect, the fact that traditionally, “gender

18 “pero a partir de los afios ochenta surgieron, inspirados en el feminismo, los llamados ‘estudios de las
masculinidades’, cuyo objetivo principal es mostrar como la construccion cultural del género no solamente ha
determinado el comportamiento de las mujeres, sino también el de los varones”.
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studies have focused on women. Politically, this is logical enough. It is women who have
undergone the worst effects of gender discrimination, and so it is women who had to make
gender visible as a political category for the first time” (Armengol, “No Country for Old Men?”
1). However, by the late 1980s, gender studies “started to pay increasing attention to men’s
lives as well, recognizing that the lives of women are inextricably linked to men’s, and that
men can, indeed should, actively participate in the struggle for gender equality” (1). The first
step to be taken in this active participation for equality was acknowledging that the oppressor
“was taken to be the male role. The real self is squashed, strained, or suppressed by the demands
of this role” (Carrigan et al. 567). This led to a new perspective within gender studies: the
realization that men, like women, could also be victims of dominant masculinities. Thus, the
second wave of masculinity studies began to take shape.

In scholarly discourse, the second wave of masculinity studies is widely recognized as
being “[h]eavily influenced by developments in feminism during the 1980s” (T. Edwards 106).
This wave was “significantly more critical of the male sex role, men’s complaints and indeed
any discussion of masculinity as a performance” (106). Alongside the previously mentioned
feminist critiques of patriarchy, the concept of “hegemonic masculinity” emerged in the 1980s.
In the configuration of the term, Connell explains that “hegemony” refers to “the cultural
dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading position in social life” (77). In the
context of masculinity, this leading position hegemony grants implies “that one form of
masculinity rather than others is culturally exalted” (77). Thus, Connell defines hegemonic
masculinity as “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted
answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to

guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (77).1° Other gender

19 For readers curious to learn more about the scholarly evolution of the term “hegemonic masculinity,” as well
as “non-hegemonic practices,” Teresa Requena’s article “Negotiating a Masculine Bloc: Jonathan Franzen’s The
Corrections” (2013) proves insightful. In the article, Requena explains that these “terms were originally
formulated in Connell’s Gender and Power and further expanded in Carrigan, Connell, and Lee’s “Towards a
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scholars assert that, within contemporary American culture, hegemonic masculinity “serves as
the standard upon which the ‘real man’ is defined” (Kupers 716) and represents “the best
possible strategy for the reproduction of patriarchy” (Demetriou 348). From a sexual
perspective, hegemonic masculinity conveys the idea that “women exist as potential sexual
objects for men while men are negated as sexual objects for men. Women provide heterosexual
men with sexual validation, and men compete with each other for this” (Donaldson 645).
Moreover, in the years following Connell’s initial use of the term “hegemonic
masculinity,” the concept faced criticism due to “the impossibility of finding clear-cut
hegemonic or non-hegemonic configurations” (Requena 101).2° In the article “Hegemonic
Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept” (2005), Connell and Messerschmidt discuss how, from
“the mid-1980s to the early 2000s, the concept of hegemonic masculinity thus passed from a
conceptual model with a fairly narrow empirical base to a widely used framework for research
and debate about men and masculinities” (835). They also emphasize that masculinity should
not be solely understood as “a fixed entity embedded in the body or personality traits of
individuals” (836). Rather, “[m]asculinities are configurations of practice that are
accomplished in social action and, therefore, can differ according to the gender relations in a
particular social setting” (836). Despite these revisions, it remains evident that “hegemonic
masculinity refers to a social ascendancy of one group of men over others” (Demetriou 341)—
a theme later explored in some McCarthy novels such as Blood Meridian and No Country for

Old Men. The adjustments made to Connell’s original terminology continue to recognize that

New Sociology of Masculinity” and other texts such as Segal’s “Changing Men: Masculinities in Context” or
Comwall and Lindisfarne’s Dislocating Masculinities: Comparative Ethnographies” of women™ (101).

20 One of the most interesting criticisms of Connell’s hegemonic masculinity can be found in Demetrakis
Demetriou’s article “Connell’s Concept of Hegemonic Masculinity: A Critique” (2001). In the article, Demetriou
introduces an alternative term, “masculine bloc,” which “implies a non-reified and non-dualistic understanding of
masculine power and practice” (348). For Demetriou, hegemonic masculinity is conceptualized as “a hybrid bloc
that unites various and diverse practices in order to construct the best possible strategy for the reproduction of
patriarchy” (348). Demetriou further argues that the hybrid masculine bloc “is made up of both straight and gay,
both black and white elements and practices” (348). With the incorporation of this elements and practices, the
hybrid nature “makes the hegemonic bloc dynamic and flexible” as well as “capable of reconfiguring itself and
adapting to the specificities of new historical conjunctures” (348).
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“[glender is always relational, and patterns of masculinity are socially defined in
contradistinction from some model (whether real or imaginary) of femininity” (Connell and
Messerschmidt 848). Moreover, the inclusion of various masculinities—both hegemonic and
non-hegemonic—has led to the development of the third wave of masculinity studies in the
twenty-first century.

In relation to this third wave of masculinity studies, Tim Edwards elucidates that it has
often

overhauled the entire concept of masculinity and has tended to shift attention

away from the practices of masculinity to their theorisation. Much of this

theorisation has in turn been informed by the rise of poststructural theory,

including some queer theory and, perhaps not coincidentally, it has also

refocused attention once again on questions of performativity. (106)
In the early twenty-first century, the third wave of masculinity studies has begun to align with
the fourth wave of the feminist movement and some groups of men see the third wave as a
period of crisis. Regarding the crisis, bell hooks states that it “is not the crisis of masculinity,
it is the crisis of patriarchal masculinity” (32). Feminism, once again, seems to complement
masculinity studies and the alignment reflects “a new reality with profound changes that have
shaken the very structures of the system” (Bacete 28; my trans.).?! Feminism has “radically
questioned the dominant hegemonic masculinity and the role of men in society” (28; my
trans.).?? In response, masculinity studies have evolved beyond “merely cataloging more
masculinities,” to documenting and analyzing “the identity work that males do to claim
membership in the dominant gender group, to affirm the social reality of the group, to elicit

deference from others, and to maintain privileges vis-a-vis women” (Schrock and Schwalbe

21 «La colosal transformacion de las mujeres ha generado una nueva realidad con cambios tan profundos que han
hecho tambalearse las estructuras mismas del sistema”.

22 E] feminismo ha “venido a cuestionar de forma radical y para siempre la masculinidad hegeménica dominante
y el papel de los hombres en la sociedad”.

21



289). Similarly, like McCarthy’s exploration in his works, masculinity studies examine various
elements that constitute masculinity, the various ways of being a man, and the broader
implications of what masculinity ultimately means. Given this context, a pertinent question
arises: What is masculinity?

Scholars in gender studies have grappled with defining masculinity for decades, finding
it to be an arduous endeavor due to the lack of consensus on how to approach its definition.
Historically, masculinity has often been defined in opposition to femininity (Connell and
Messerschmidt 848; Dozier 314; Gabbard 49; Gini and Pozzoli 586; Hutchings 401; Schippers
89). However, this approach offers limited clarity. Some scholars suggest that gender is often

99 ¢

oversimplified into categories like “women,” “men,” “femininity,” and “masculinity” (Pearson
1259; Stern and Zalewski 619). Masculinity, as a concept, is understood to be “learned,
understood, imported, conveyed, tried to change” (Stern and Zalewski 619). As a result of these
processes, it can be concluded that both masculinity and femininity are seen as cultural and
social constructions (Kaplan et al. 396; Valcuende del Rio 14). Moreover, from a traditional
perspective, masculinity has been linked to nature through “a set of qualities associated with a
sex” (Valcuende del Rio 10; my trans.).?® Yet, this sexual element of masculinity is also
culturally constructed, making it both a social construct and an attitude (Guasch Andreu 117;
Vagnes 10; Valcuende del Rio 10). Part of the scholarly discourse argues for a singular form
of masculinity, defining it as “the approved way of being an adult male in any given society”
(Gilmore, Manhood in the Making 1). But what does this mean? Which society’s standards
should be considered authoritative and which societies should look up to them? For me, there
is no definitive answer to these questions because we must first understand that masculinity is

constantly evolving, and the so-called approved way of being a man is unlikely to remain fixed

for long.

28 “Tradicionalmente hemos entendido la masculinidad como un conjunto de cualidades asociadas a un sexo”.
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Given that this dissertation focuses on the works of an American author, it is pertinent
to contextualize masculinity within the United States. Michael Kimmel, a distinguished
American sociologist, gender studies scholar, and expert in masculinity studies, states that what
it means to be a man in contemporary America differs significantly from, for instance, what it
meant during the country’s foundation in the eighteenth century (“Los estudios de la
masculinidad” 17). In the nineteenth century, Darwin’s theories of evolution and the ideas of
philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche gained prominence. These scientific and philosophical
advancements led to the “invalidation of the monotheistic patriarchal God and other theological
beliefs” which in turn “refuted collective fantasies of white men’s supreme position at the apex
of biological and social power hierarchy” (Meladze 94). In other words, Darwin’s theory “had
the terrifying implication that men, women, and all races of people were of the same
bioevolutionary heritage and not separately-created beings as biblically written” (95). This
notion suggests a fundamental similarity between men and women. If humans have evolved to
the point of becoming what we all know, then masculinity—as well as femininity—is subject
to constant evolution and change. However, regardless of the era, Kimmel asserts that in the
United States, “proving masculinity appears to be a lifelong project, endless and unrelenting”
(Guyland 100). He further elucidates that “[m]any of the skills and values that a man will need
in the twenty-first century are the same ones that men have always needed—constancy, a sense
of purpose, honor, and caring discipline” (93). Kimmel describes masculinity as “a constant
test—always up for grabs, always needing to be proved” (51). It is undeniable that historically
in the United States, “some forms of masculinity were perceived as hegemonic and indeed
oppressive to others that were subordinate so that affluent, white and heterosexual men had a
part to play in the oppression of poorer men or those occupying positions across a varied

spectrum of ethnicities and sexualities” (T. Edwards 106). In today’s parlance, such forms of
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masculinity are often referred to as “toxic masculinity” (Bacete 117-18; O. Campbell; Connell
and Messerschmidt 840; Kupers 714; Pearson 1257).

In contemporary discussions of masculinity, gender and masculinity scholars often
converge on the idea that there is no single dominant masculinity but rather a range of models
and ways of being a man (Bacete 109; Kimmel, The Gendered Society 10). A proposed solution
is to use the term “masculinities”—as well as “femininities”—in order to “recognize the
different definitions of masculinity and femininity that we construct. By pluralizing the terms,
we acknowledge the fact that masculinity and femininity mean different things to different
groups of people at different times” (Kimmel, The Gendered Society 10). | concur with this
approach, advocating for the concept of multiple masculinities rather than a singular notion or
way of being a man. In the context of McCarthy’s works, I prefer to acknowledge the idea that
there are various masculinities represented, even though his narratives often highlight a
dominant form. This dissertation will focus on examining these varied masculinities, and the

following section outlines my approach to analyzing them in McCarthy’s texts.

3. Cormac McCarthy and Masculinity

As stated, although Cormac McCarthy’s literary accomplishments were largely
overlooked by general audiences in the first two decades of his career, they garnered significant
attention from academics. Scholars such as Edwin Arnold, Vereen Bell, Neil Campbell, Duane
Carr, Dianne Luce, Dana Phillips, and Mark Royden Winchell began exploring his works in
the twentieth century. In the twenty-first century, interest in McCarthy has expanded, with
notable scholars including John Cant, Lydia Cooper, John Dudley, Brian Evenson, Steven Frye,
Russell Hillier, Alan Noble, Timothy Parrish, Sara Spurgeon, and Linda Townley Woodson
contributing to the discourse. In Spain, McCarthy’s works have also attracted scholarly

attention. For instance, the Spanish journal La pagina dedicated its 87" issue to McCarthy,
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featuring contributions from scholars such as Manuel Broncano Rodriguez, Francisco Collado
Rodriguez, Maria Magdalena Garcia Lorenzo, José Antonio Gurpegui Palacios, and Maria
Luisa Juarez Hervas, further enriching the academic dialogue about the author. Also, some
scholars in Spain have explored the works of McCarthy in their doctoral research, such are the
cases of Montserrat Beatriz Morlas Pombo (2003), Sabah Salim Jabbar Jabbar (2021), and Sara
Villamarin Freire (2022).

McCarthy’s oeuvre has been explored from various angles, including geographical,
philosophical, political, religious, and sociological perspectives. These diverse explorations
highlight the richness of McCarthy’s work and his broad intellectual interest beyond the
aforementioned “accursed questions.” Throughout his career, McCarthy has been characterized
as “a critic of his culture and his times” (Cant 51). I concur with Cant’s assessment and view
McCarthy as an analytical author whose critique is particularly focused on his male characters
and their actions. | also align with Brummer’s view that McCarthy’s “greatest thematic
concern” across his entire corpus is “the question of what it means to be a man in postmodern
America” (141). In trying to answer this question, scholars have noted that McCarthy portrays
an array of male characters, often depicted as “a host of disenfranchised white male characters,
a burgeoning litany of losers, loners, and layabouts” (Brummer 46), who “perceive themselves
under attack” (King 72). This perceived attack on their masculinity manifests in various ways.
McCarthy sometimes features characters struggling “with a masculine code that they perceived
to be vanishing or devolving” (Dudley, “McCarthy’s Heroes” 177). At other times, he presents
male characters that “are nonetheless haunted by the presence of the feminine in several forms”
(178). As Dudley states, the entirety of McCarthy’s works “ultimately critiques traditional
American masculinity, explaining the always incomplete longing for closure and
transcendence that has characterized the mythic search for masculine identity” (176). Brummer

also affirms that “the increasingly desperate search for a conception of masculinity that makes
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sense of men’s lives in the early twenty-first century is also one of the most compelling and
complex problems of our time” (9). With regard to this problem, Brummer further elucidates
that “McCarthy delves deep into [it], exploring its mythic roots, examining its modern
manifestations, and destabilizing many of the bedrock assumptions upon which American men
have built an understanding of themselves” (9). These scholarly observations have guided and
focused my analysis of McCarthy’s works.

Given that McCarthy’s oeuvre predominantly explores the masculinity of his
characters, this dissertation seeks to address several key questions: What aspects of masculinity
does McCarthy consider fundamental to his male characters? How does he construct their
masculinity? Does McCarthy praise or criticize the masculinity of his characters, and if so,
how? To tackle these questions, it is essential first to outline the corpus of the dissertation. This
includes identifying the primary sources—McCarthy’s works—and specifying which
characters will be subjected to scrutiny. Additionally, the secondary sources will consist of
scholarly analyses of McCarthy’s works as well as studies on masculinity. To provide a
comprehensive understanding of the McCarthy texts under review, it is crucial to first clarify
the scope and nature of these secondary sources. Therefore, | will begin by detailing these
sources before delving into the primary texts.

Masculinity can be examined from a wide range of perspectives. Masculinity (and
femininity) can be constructed and experienced in various ways, for instance through “class,
race, cthnicity, age, sexuality, region” (Kimmel, The Gendered Society 10). These
constructions and experiences Kimmel mentions have led to masculinity being explored across
numerous disciplines, such as anthropology, geography, history, medicine, psychology,
sociology, literary studies, and film studies. Additionally, masculinity is often explored from
an age perspective, as its meaning evolves throughout a man’s life (“Los estudios de la

masculinidad” 17). In McCarthy’s works, male characters span different stages of life—from
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childhood and adolescence to adulthood and old age. Given the broad scope of all these life
stages, | decided to focus specifically on adult men in their prime—that is, men ranging from
twenty to fifty years of age. This age group allows me to focus on specific aspects of
masculinity that may be absent in the developing masculinities of younger characters, such as
teenagers, or may be changing in elderly ones. Consequently, characters such as John Grady
Cole and Bill Parham from the Border Trilogy, the kid from Blood Meridian, the boy from The
Road, and White and Black from The Sunset Limited fall outside the scope of this dissertation,
although I plan to examine them in my future scholarly work. However, it must be noted that
John Grady Cole, the kid, and the boy will be referenced in relation to the analysis of other
male characters within their respective novels. Finally, it is important to note that this
dissertation will concentrate solely on McCarthy’s novels and his plays will not be explored,
with the exception of The Counselor, for reasons later detailed.

Once | made the decision to focus my study solely on adult male characters in their
prime, the next step was to determine which aspects of their masculinity to analyze. As
previously mentioned, given that masculinity is a social construction, and since McCarthy’s
primary male characters are Americans, in the initial years of my doctoral research | wondered
whether there were specific aspects of masculinity that McCarthy consistently depicted across
his works and that were also recognized by scholars as fundamental to the construction of
masculinity in adult men, particularly American men. Through my research into both
McCarthy’s oeuvre and the broader concept of masculinity, I have identified three key factors
of masculinity that are consistently present in McCarthy’s body of work and are widely
acknowledged by the scholarly community as essential to the construction of many forms of
masculinity, both in general and within the context of American culture.

The first of these three fundamental aspects of masculinity in McCarthy’s oeuvre is

fatherhood, which will be examined in the dissertation’s first chapter: “An Exploration of
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Fatherhood in McCarthy.” Gender scholars have emphasized that the father is “the one person
who has the power to validate [another male’s] manhood or dissolve it in an instant” (Kimmel,
Guyland 130). Spanish anthropologist Ritxar Bacete highlights the profound impact of
fatherhood, stating that “men’s participation in the daily caring for others has a lasting influence
in the lives of the girls, boys, women, and men, as well as a permanent impact in the world that
surrounds them” (140; my trans.).?* Scholars have also explored fatherhood through the lens
of the traditional male role as the provider, a responsibility often linked to men in general and
fathers in particular, encapsulated in the so-called three Ps: protection, provision, and potency
(Gilmore, “Culturas de la masculinidad” 34). In McCarthy’s works, the portrayal of the father,
whether as a primary or secondary character, remains a persistent and significant theme.

Therefore, the first chapter of this dissertation will focus on the portrayal of the father
character. The analysis will center primarily on two novels, Outer Dark and The Road. While
these novels are distinct from one another—with the former depicting a plausible world and
the latter set in a postapocalyptic setting—, | argue that McCarthy demonstrates an evolution
in the masculinity of the father character. Beginning with the characters of Culla Holme and
the bearded one in Outer Dark and culminating with the man in The Road, McCarthy presents
a transformation from a masculinity that is cruel, ruthless, and detached to one that is nurturing,
affectionate, sacrificial, and caring. Although the masculinity of these three characters has been
explored by scholars individually, a comparative analysis of them, as far as | know, has yet to
be undertaken.

To explore this evolution of the masculinity of the father character, the chapter will be
divided into two sections: “From Outer Dark to The Road: Common Elements in Father

Characters” and “From Outer Dark to The Road: From Failed to Successful Paternities.” The

24 “|a participacion de los hombres en el cuidado diario de otros tiene una influencia duradera en las vidas de las
nifias, los ninos, las mujeres y los hombres, asi como un impacto permanente en el mundo que los rodea”.
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first section will examine the common elements in McCarthy’s construction of father
characters across both novels. This first section will be further divided into three subsections,
addressing the absence of language, dreams, and protection respectively in the two novels. The
analytical approach in these subsections will mirror that of the entire dissertation, incorporating
scholarly readings of these novels alongside anthropological, sociological, and psychological
analyses of masculinity to study how McCarthy constructs the masculinity of his characters. In
this particular analysis of Outer Dark and The Road, | will utilize theories such as the
psychological infusion of language, dream and religious analyses, scholarly discussions on the
role of men as protectors, and contemporary terms like “the new father” and “caring
masculinities,” which have recently gained prominence in the scholarly discourse on gender
and masculinity.

Finally, within these two sections of the analysis of Outer Dark and The Road, | will
also incorporate two additional sections that address other portrayals of father characters in
novels published chronologically between the two main works explored in the chapter: All the
Pretty Horses, Blood Meridian, Child of God, and No Country for Old Men. Although
McCarthy’s last two novels, The Passenger and Stella Maris, incorporate numerous allusions
to both Robert and Alicia Western’s father, I have chosen not to incorporate them in the
analysis because they do not fit the stated chronological timeline of novels published between
Outer Dark and The Road. The first of these two subsections—“Blood Meridian, Child of God,
and All the Pretty Horses: Fathers Who Fail Their Children”—will examine three
representations of failed paternities: the absent, the suicidal, and the broken father. The absent
father will be explored through the character of the kid’s father in Blood Meridian; the suicidal
father will be analyzed through Lester Ballard’s father in Child of God; and the broken father

will be depicted in John Grady Cole’s father in All the Pretty Horses.
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The second of the two in-between sections—“The Burden of the Father’s Masculinity:
The Case of Sheriff Bell”—will explore how the masculinity of the father can become a burden
for the son, as illustrated by the relationship between Sheriff Ed Tom Bell and his father Jack
in No Country for Old Men. Although Sheriff Bell does not strictly fit the standard of a man in
his prime, | have chosen to incorporate his relationship with his father due to its significant
impact on him and because Bell recalls a past time of his youth. Additionally, as the first
chapter will demonstrate, McCarthy employs certain attributes in both Jack and Sheriff Bell
that are also used in the construction of other father characters, such as the man in The Road.

The primary purpose of incorporating the analysis of these four novels into these two
sections between the main analysis of Outer Dark and The Road is to provide further evidence
and reinforce my argument that McCarthy’s oeuvre has transitioned from depictions of failed
paternities to those that are more caring and successful. The analysis will reveal that
McCarthy’s portrayals of father characters have gradually evolved, aligning with constructions
of masculinity that resonate more with twenty-first-century standards. This evolution
culminates in what I consider the most refined version of the character in McCarthy’s entire
oeuvre: the man in The Road.

The second of the three fundamental aspects of masculinity in McCarthy’s body of work
is the relationship between masculinity and violence, which will be explored in the
dissertation’s second chapter: “An Analysis of Masculinity and Violence.” Scholars often
concur that men are predisposed to violence. Octavio Salazar Benitez argues that in Western
countries, the cultural construction of masculinity has been fundamentally based on violence
(40). Tim Edwards further elucidates that violence can be viewed as “one means of negating
femininity,” thereby establishing “a connection between violence with masculinity” (61).
Within this framework, some “men’s attitudes and behaviors [are] related to action and

aggression;” as a consequence, men “are especially likely to define manhood in terms of
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action” (Bosson and Vandello 83). In the context of the United States, key hallmarks of
masculinity include “[p]hysical strength, self-control, aggression, and competitiveness” (Cole
and Saxton 610). Moreover, violence often accompanies the domination of others. In studying
men and their masculinities, scholars from sociology, anthropology, and history have focused
on the production and representation of masculine dominion, its perpetuation and hegemony,
and the creation and visibility of non-hegemonic masculinities (Bonino Méndez, “La
masculinidad tradicional”). In McCarthy’s works, violence is both “persistent” and “timeless”
(Ellis 86), manifesting in various forms across his oeuvre. However, the two most violent
characters ever conceived by McCarthy are, in my view, judge Holden in Blood Meridian and
Anton Chigurh in No Country for Old Men.

Parrish argues that Blood Meridian “clearly establishes a correlation between the
necessity of violence and the building of civilization” (“History and the Problem of Evil” 72).
At the apex of this correlation stands judge Holden. Since the novel’s publication, the judge
has captivated scholarly attention and has been described as “the most frightening figure in all
of American literature” (Bloom, Cormac McCarthy 1), “the most haunting character in all of
American literature” (Cusher 223), and “the most violent character in American literature”
(Parrish, “History and the Problem of Evil” 71). Beyond these qualifications, judge Holden is
far from a mere brute. McCarthy crafts him as “the novel’s most educated and experienced
observer, its most fascinating and complex character” (Jarrett, Cormac McCarthy 77), as well
as “the most learned and civilized” (Parrish, “History and the Problem of Evil” 71), and “the
most sophisticated speaker in Blood Meridian, an orator possessed of seemingly preternatural
powers of rhetoric” (Cusher 223). Given these attributes, the construction of judge Holden’s
masculinity in relation to violence is particularly compelling and warrants close examination.

Similar to judge Holden, Anton Chigurh has also drawn significant scholarly attention

as one of the most enigmatic and chilling figures in No Country for Old Men. Chigurh has been
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described as “an intriguing twenty-first-century depiction of the ultimate Western villain
persona” (Covell 96), as the “ultimate badass [and] a modern personification of pure evil”
(Riegler 23), as the novel’s “most conspicuous conflation of determinism and fatalism” (Gibbs
64), and as “a force and a presence that goes well beyond the banality of an ordinary paid
assassin or bounty hunter. Like Death itself, he is larger than life, not merely a stereotype, but
an allegorical abstraction” (Welsh 74). Scholars have explored and compared Holden and
Chigurh, whether separately or together, acknowledging both as “allegorical figures” of death
(Cant 56). Moreover, Scott Covell elucidates that Chigurh “shares many of the judge’s
characteristics” (103), even “subscrib[ing] to the judge’s religiosity of war, though 140 years
later” (104). It can be argued that through Holden and Chigurh, “McCarthy recalls both the
traumatic violence of the American West and its place within American narratives of manhood
and collective memory” (Yasayan 95). Recognizing this connection between the two
characters, the aim of the chapter is twofold: first to explore how McCarthy constructs the
masculinities of Holden and Chigurh through violence; second, to determine whether
McCarthy ultimately praises or condemns the violent masculinities these characters embody.
To accomplish this exploration, given that both characters are situated within a similar
geographical context, the first three sections of the chapter—“The Great West and the
Western,” “Violence as an Inherent Part of Masculinity,” and “Violence, an Overarching
Theme in McCarthy’s Oeuvre: Bloodshed, Life, and Masculinity”—will provide the reader
with essential background on the Great West and the Western genre, followed by an
examination of violence and masculinity, and then an overview of violence in McCarthy’s
work. With this contextual foundation in place, the subsequent three sections of the chapter—
“Masculinity and Nature: The Natural World as a Testing Ground for Masculinity,” “Man vs.
Man: The Ultimate Way to Test a Man’s Violent Masculinity,” and “McCarthy’s Way of

Defeating Invincible Masculinities”—will focus on analyzing the construction of masculinity
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through violence in judge Holden and Anton Chigurh. This exploration will be conducted in
three distinct ways.

Firstly, considering the idea that many “elements of human nature [are] more directly
tied to the natural world itself,” then men and masculinity can be examined “through
interaction[s] with the natural world” (Link 154). In both Blood Meridian and No Country for
Old Men, McCarthy delves into the relationship “between humans, especially Anglo
Americans, and the natural world” (Spurgeon, “Sacred Hunter” 75), primarily through the
characters of Holden and Chigurh. In the section “Masculinity and Nature: The Natural World
as a Testing Ground for Masculinity,” this relationship will be explored through their roles as
hunters, juxtaposed with other characters in the novels, namely the kid in Blood Meridian and
Llewelyn Moss, Sheriff Bell, and Carson Wells in No Country for Old Men. After analyzing
these characters in their roles as hunters, the section will highlight how Holden asserts his
supremacy over nature, one that no other character in Blood Meridian can match. The chapter’s
penultimate section—“Man vs. Man: The Ultimate Way to Test a Man’s Violent
Masculinity”—will focus on the dominion of violence that both Holden and Chigurh exhibit in
their confrontations with other male characters in their respective novels. In exploring this
dominion through violence, I will identify common elements McCarthy employs in the
construction of their masculinity, such as fire, God, war, and games. To conclude, after
exploring these shared elements that underscore Holden and Chigurh’s dominion, the chapter’s
last section—“McCarthy’s Way of Defeating Invincible Masculinities”—will investigate how
McCarthy reveals the flaws in the masculinities of the two characters. My analysis will come
to the conclusion that McCarthy critiques these violent masculinities by ultimately rendering
them vincible.

Having explored the construction of masculinity through fatherhood and violence in the

first two chapters of the dissertation, the third chapter, titled “Male-Female Relationships,
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Masculinity, and Sexuality,” will address the final fundamental aspects of masculinity in
McCarthy’s body of work: the relationship between male and female characters, masculinity,
and sexuality. As previously stated, “when we speak of masculinity and femininity we are
naming configurations of gender practice” (Connell 72). Within these configurations,
especially in traditionally male-dominated societies like the United States, “the position of
women is devalued and status accrues to men solely by virtue of the fact that they are men”
(Ovesey and Person 55). This traditional positioning and status of masculinity and femininity
has often led to gender dynamics where men are perceived as strong and women as weak. In
other words, in the context of the relationality of masculinity and femininity, this relationship
is typically observed as both

complementary and hierarchical. As identified in the vast empirical literature on

masculinities, hegemonic masculinity can include physical strength, the ability

to use interpersonal violence in the face of conflict, and authority. These

characteristics guarantee men’s legitimate dominance over women only when

they are symbolically paired with a complementary and inferior quality attached

to femininity. To complement these characteristics in a way that subordinates

femininity to masculinity, femininity includes physical vulnerability, an inability

to use violence effectively, and compliance. (Schippers 91)
However, this traditional vision appears to be shifting nowadays, albeit slowly. As Kimmel
observes, the scholarly community has increasingly advocated for “explor[ing] the differences
among men and among women, because, as it turns out, these are often more decisive than the
differences between women and men” (The Gendered Society 9). In line with this perspective,
Connell and Messerschmidt argue that “research on hegemonic masculinity now needs to give
much closer attention to the practices of women and to the historical interplay of femininities

and masculinities” (848). While these ideas and approaches offer a promising direction for the
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scholarly study of masculinity and femininity, it remains true that “men define themselves
primordially through their relationships with women” (Gabbard 49; my trans.).?> More
concretely, this definition, which “is shared by all masculinity discourses,” hinges in the
traditional understanding that men “are not feminine” (Hutchings 401). In other words, for
many men, masculinity “does not exist except in contrast with ‘femininity’” (Connell 68)—a
notion echoed by various scholars, including Tim Edwards (61), Schippers (90), Schrock and
Schwalbe (279), and Valcuende del Rio (18), to mention only some. Therefore, considering
that “women are central in many of the processes constructing masculinities?—as mothers; as
schoolmates; as girlfriends, sexual partners, and wives” (Connell and Messerschmidt 848)—,
this third chapter aims to explore how McCarthy utilizes the relationships between male and
female characters to construct masculinity.

Although McCarthy’s works are predominantly male-centered, Brummer affirms that
his oeuvre also examines “some of the new challenges and opportunities women faced as
American life transitioned in the post war era” (64). McCarthy’s male characters have been
characterized as “suspicious of the social gains of women” (Benson 25) and his novels often
display “an unmistakable ambivalence about women, even an outright misogyny” (Sullivan,
“Boys Will Be Boys” 168), reflecting “contemporary American anxieties concerning the role
of women and men, anxieties given voice by the rise of second-wave feminism in the U.S.”
(Brummer 45). Therefore, considering these observations, exploring how McCarthy’s male
characters interact with female characters offers valuable insights into the construction of
masculinities.

In the chapter, my analysis will be initially divided into two first sections exploring

male and female characters. First, I will examine what can be termed positive male-female

%5 “|os hombres se definen a si mismos primordialmente a través de sus relaciones con las mujeres”.

%6 1t should be noted that the “processes constructing masculinity” mentioned by Connell and Messerschmidt fail
to acknowledge other forms of masculinity, such as homosexual, queer, or traditionally seen as less masculine
identities.
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relationships or interactions in McCarthy’s works. This first section, titled “As Perfect Male-
Female Relationships or Interactions as Can Be in McCarthy” and itself divided into three
subsections, will explore the incestuous relationship between Culla and Rinthy Holmen in
Outer Dark,?” as well as the dynamics between Llewellyn Moss, Carla Jean, and the female
hitchhiker in No Country for Old Men. The second section—titled “Masculinities vs. New
Femininities” and also divided into three subsections—will focus on negative interactions,
where the femininity of female characters challenges and even surpasses the masculinity of
male characters. This section covers three novels. Firstly, I will analyze the relationship
between John Grady Cole’s parents in All the Pretty Horses from the perspective of the father
as a broken man. Secondly, | will explore how Carla Jean undermines Anton Chigurh’s
masculinity in No Country for Old Men. Thirdly, considering that men’s dominance over
women relies on the assumption that “femininity includes physical vulnerability, an inability
to use violence effectively, and compliance” (Schippers 91), I will examine how McCarthy
crafts, in the character of Malkina, a woman who uses her sexuality and intellect to
outmaneuver Reiner and other male characters in The Counselor.

The third section of the chapter—titled “Paraphilic Disorders and Masculinity”—will
focus on the analysis of paraphilic disorders and masculinity as depicted by McCarthy,
particularly in relation to female characters, although not exclusively. The section will be
divided into two main subsections. The first subsection—“The Case of Lester Ballard”—will
begin with an exploration of Lester Ballard in Child of God. | will start by contextualizing
Ballard’s masculinity within the novel and by drawing parallels with attributes used by
McCarthy in the construction of the masculinity of judge Holden and Anton Chigurh—such as

violence and hunting skills. However, the primary focus will be on Ballard’s abandonment by

2" Both The Passenger and Stella Maris indicate that siblings Robert and Alicia Western were in love with each
other. However, the narratives provide limited exploration of this claim, as both characters are reluctant to provide
a detailed elaboration when questioned about their relationship. Due to this lack of development, | find the
incestuous relationship between Culla and Rinthy to be more insightful for analysis in the dissertation.
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his parents as well as on his paraphilic disorders, which include voyeuristic disorder and
necrophilia. The analysis will further examine the aforementioned connection between nature
and femininity, as well as nature and masculinity. In this context, I will explore how
masculinity, understood as a totality and a matter of the male body (Garaizabal 189; Rohlinger
62), relates to the symbolism of the penis and the phallus in both Ballard, in Child of God, and
judge Holden, in Blood Meridian.

Finally, the second of the main subsections—"“Judge Holden: An Analysis of Pedophilic
Disorder”—will delve into the judge’s sexuality from two angles. First, I will analyze Holden
as a pedophile. Second, I will explore the relationship between judge Holden and the kid in
terms of a failed instance of paiderastia, a social practice from ancient Greek society. The aim
of this section, akin to the previous chapter, is twofold: to investigate how McCarthy utilizes
female characters, sexuality, and their interactions with male characters to construct

masculinity, and to assess how he critiques these negative aspects of masculinity.

4. Formatting Guidelines and Clarifications for the Dissertation

To conclude this introductory chapter, | will explain several formatting decisions that |
have made and will consistently apply throughout the dissertation. In his extensive career,
McCarthy has frequently composed dialogues featuring spelling mistakes, including the
omission of the letter “g” in gerunds and the absence of the apostrophe in auxiliary verbs when
conjugated in the negative form (e.g., “dont”). While the reasons for this phenomenon are
manifold, some may stem from McCarthy’s predisposition to realistically portray characters’
“vernacular of Appalachia and the West” (Monk 111), their pronunciation and ways of
expressing themselves, which are often influenced by their social class, status in society, and

background. It is important to note that every dialogue cited in this doctoral dissertation has

been transcribed precisely as McCarthy wrote it in his works. This fidelity extends to character
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titles, such as those for judge Holden and Reverend Green in Blood Meridian, or Sheriff Ed
Tom Bell in No Country for Old Men. When referring to the characters, | will adhere to
McCarthy’s usage, for instance employing a lowercase “j” for the judge, “k” for the kid, and a
capital “R” for the Reverend, “S” for Sheriff Bell, to mention just a few.

Moreover, any ellipses found in the original text in the novels will be preserved and not
altered. Conversely, to distinguish them from the original, any ellipses introduced by me in the
entirety of this dissertation will be enclosed in parenthesis to explicitly indicate it as my
addition. Similarly, any emphasis added by me, indicated by a word or words in italics, will be
clearly noted in the in-text citation. Therefore, any italicized words not marked as my emphasis
are from the original text. This meticulous approach ensures the accurate representation of
McCarthy’s linguistic choices throughout the entirety of the dissertation. However, it must be
noted that to enhance reader comprehension, | have chosen not to employ the original italics in
transcribing passages entirely in italics from both Outer Dark and No Country for Old Men.
This decision aims to eliminate potential distractions posed by the inclusion of original italics
in the transcriptions in instances where they are not used for emphasis.

Finally, I find it essential to address certain stylistic decisions regarding the guidelines
specified in the ninth edition of the Modern Language Association (MLA) style guide.
According to the ninth edition, block quotations should be indented only from the left margin;
however, | have chosen to indent both the left and right margins. This additional formatting
decision intends to enhance readability of the block quotations throughout the dissertation.
Additionally, the ninth edition emphasizes conciseness in long parenthetical citations, advising
that those titles be shortened, if possible, to the first noun phrase. While | have adhered to this
guideline for long titles in journal articles and other works, | have opted not to apply it to titles
of McCarthy’s novels, as such abbreviations might detract from clarity and familiarity. In cases

where a title in quotation marks begins with a quotation, | have followed the MLA’s
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recommendation to use the opening quotation as the short form while retaining a single
quotation mark within the double quotation marks. For long titles that conclude the first part
with a question mark, I have applied the MLA’s recommendation to retain only the portion

preceding the question mark, omitting any subtitle that follows.
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Chapter One: An Exploration of Fatherhood in McCarthy

This first chapter explores what can be argued is the primary masculine relationship a
McCarthy male character builds in his life: the father and son relationship. Granted, McCarthy
does not always provide a father character or father figure to a protagonist or character of
importance—this is the case with Anton Chigurh and Llewelyn Moss, just to mention two
examples. However, when McCarthy does provide a father character—regardless of how brief
the father’s presence is in the story—, | find that his influence, for better or worse, helps to
shape the son’s masculinity, let alone his own. This doctoral dissertation’s exploration,
however, will be from the perspective of the father, given that my focus is on adult characters.
Nevertheless, on occasions, the child’s perspective must not be avoided nor underestimated,
since how the father’s masculinity influences (to a higher or lesser degree) the formation of the
child’s is of utmost importance and interesting as well.

Masculinity and fatherhood are closely related. Connell states that masculinity “is the
social elaboration of the biological function of fatherhood” (52). Moreover, other perspectives
on the matter explain that “fathers, whether absent or present, offer identity models which
reference what it is to be a man and which will have lifelong and profound effects, especially
in the construction of the identities and vital expectations of both their daughters and their sons”
(Bacete 140; my trans.).?® Even if the connection between masculinity and fatherhood is
evident to, for instance, anthropologists and sociologists, literary scholars have argued that in
American literature, a majority of “canonical authors appear to avoid dealing with the issue of
fatherhood, which thus remains largely absent” (Armengol, “Where Are Fathers in American

Literature?” 211).

28 «Los padres, por ausencia o presencia, aportan modelos identitarios de referencia sobre qué es ser un hombre
que produciran efectos profundos y que perduraran toda la vida, sobre todo en la construccion de las identidades
y expectativas vitales tanto de sus hijas como de sus hijos”.
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McCarthy scholars have already stated how important the character of the father is.
Cant explains that the theme of fatherhood in McCarthy’s oeuvre is “insistent” (48).
Furthermore, Cant categorizes McCarthy as an “accomplished and self-aware writer” who iS
“obviously well versed in the various theories that inform analysis of literary texts” (48).
Therefore, regarding the consistency of the portrayal of the father character, for Cant, “it seems
inconceivable that [McCarthy] should have structured his work in this consistent manner
without having some specifically literary purpose” (48)—as we will see throughout this
dissertation, McCarthy’s literary purposes are manifold, exceeding those analyzed here.
Furthermore, Robert Jarret claims that from McCarthy’s early works (i.e., the Appalachian
novels) to the nineteen-nineties and early two-thousand novels (i.e., the Mexican-American
border novels), his “fiction enacts the death, absence, or denial of the father” (Cormac
McCarthy 21). Regardless of said enactments, McCarthy scholars concur about the prominence
of father-and-son relationships in McCarthy’s works (Vagnes 21).

As stated, father-and-son relationships have been present since McCarthy’s first
published novel in the mid-1960s, The Orchard Keeper, which deals with the character of John
Wesley Rattner and his promise to avenge the death of his father, Kenneth. In the novel,
Mildred, John Wesley’s mother, is the one forcing her son to make such a promise: “You goin
to hunt him out. When you’re old enough. Goin to find the man that took away your daddy”
(72). It is noticeable that the revenge instruction ought to take place under a particular
condition, since John Wesley, due to his young age, is believed by Mildred to be incapable of
fulfilling said promise at present. In other words, revenge is for men, not for children. A crying
John Wesley asks how he should do it, and Mildred responds:

Your daddy’d of knowed how. He was a Godfearin man if he never took much

to church meetin ... The Lord’ll show you, boy. He will not forsake them what

believe. Pray and the way will be made known to ye. He ... You swear it, boy.
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His arm was growing numb with pain ... could feel her tremble through the
clutched hand ... I swear, he said.
You won’t never forgit.
No.
Never long as you live.
Long as I live.
Yes, she said.
LongasI...
I won’t forgit neither, she said, tightening once more on his arm for a moment,
leaning her huge face at him. And, she hissed, he won’t forgit neither.
I live...
He never forgot. (72)
It is worthy of note that Mildred, in the world of the novel, not only commands her son from
the position of authority a mother enjoys in the absence of the father, but she also reinforces
said command attributing to it a religious dimension with the inclusion of God—that is, the
ultimate father; a God who will bless the son’s revenge by way of providence. Moreover, if
Kenneth was a God-fearing man, and Mildred’s command carries a divine connotation, John
Wesley ought to be fearful of not fulfilling his promise. This passage serves as a first
introduction to how McCarthy brews violence from a character’s young age and from his
relationship, however indirect, with his father.
In McCarthy’s first approach to representations of fatherhood and father characters,
Luce argues that, in The Orchard Keeper, McCarthy suggests that “before a boy can become a
man, his father must be cut down to size. If the father’s morality masks his fallibility rather
than revealing it, the child is doomed to remain a child in the shadow of an icon, never to inherit

the mantle of manhood” (““They Aint the Thing’” 122). Conversely, Cant argues that John
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Wesley “grows up indifferent to the fate of his absent father,” whose killer is Marion Slyder, a
character who acts as John Wesley’s “paternal surrogate” (47). Slyder assumes this role
because he knows how important it is, in the world they live in, to have a father figure who can
serve as a protector. In a telling passage, Slyder and John Wesley are talking about how
Legwater, an agent of the law, had threatened to arrest the young boy. Slyder explains: “He
[Legwater] knowed you didn’t have no daddy, nobody to take up for you in the first place is
the reason he figured he could jump on you” (McCarthy, The Orchard Keeper 170). In the
world of The Orchard Keeper, and in virtually all the worlds in McCarthy’s novels, a boy being
raised without a father is a potential target of bullying and exploitation.

Following the publication of The Orchard Keeper, in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
came Outer Dark and Child of God. However, given that these are two novels explored in this
dissertation concerning the father-and-son relationship, let us briefly explore said relationship
in Suttree, McCarthy’s fourth novel, published at the end of the 1970s, in which the father
character has also been studied by scholars. Erik Myren Vagnes argues that it is Suttree which
“takes on” the most “critical a view of fathers” in McCarthy’s works and further comments
that protagonist Cornelius Suttree’s father is “an authoritative figure as well as a symbol of an
oppressive and conformist society” (21). The case of Suttree’s father is interesting because he
is the first father character in McCarthy’s oeuvre who is a well-educated man coming from a
Southern aristocratic family. Suttree’s father married a housekeeper—Grace, Suttree’s
mother—, an action which in the eyes of the Southern society of the time is seen as marrying
down, and as such, somewhat emasculating. Nevertheless, Vagnes argues that Suttree’s father
“stands for the old patriarchal structures of society which subdue women as well as the
marginalized of Knoxville” (21). In other words, Suttree’s father is one of the numerous
representations of hegemonic masculinity found in McCarthy. In this case, hegemonic

masculinity is represented by Suttree’s father as “a conservative value system characterized by
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responsibility, financial gain, and a reverence for law and order” (Owens-Murphy 169). In
conclusion, Suttree does not agree with what his father represents, nor does he embrace it.

In the course of this doctoral dissertation, | will explore McCarthy’s numerous
representations of hegemonic masculinity and study if these representations are offered as a
critique of said masculinity. While | am not the first scholar to undertake this exploration, my
analysis of the term is conducted in relation to fatherhood, violence, and even sexuality—
explorations that have been mostly neglected in scholarly work on McCarthy’s texts.
Concerning Suttree’s father, Vagnes argues that the propagation of hegemonic masculinity “is
a way of rescuing the son from alternative lifestyles, and by appealing to the concept of
manhood, it presents a powerful strategy to guarantee obedience and a straight middle-class
lifestyle” (23). Moreover, Suttree’s portrayal of hegemonic masculinity and the subsequent
rhetoric of both masculinity and gender associated with it “plays on the psychological fear of
gender transgression and the taboo of homosexuality; by failing to adhere to the norms, one’s
sexuality as well as masculinity is called into question” (23). In McCarthy, Vdgnes’s
explanation of this failing to adhere to the norms applies to various other characters, e.g., Lester
Ballard, John Grady Cole, the kid, and Reiner, to mention but a few. This questioning of the
characters’ masculinity will be explored at length during this doctoral dissertation.

Having provided a brief introduction to how important the father is in filial relationships
in McCarthy since his debut as a published author, this chapter explores what I consider to be
the beginning of a change in how McCarthy portrays the father-son relationship. Said change
starts with the depictions of father characters in his second novel, Outer Dark, and culminates
in The Road. The chapter thus examines the transition in the portrayals of father characters
from Outer Dark to The Road. To do so, | begin by analyzing common elements McCarthy
employs in the portrayal of the masculinity of fathers in both novels, such as fatherhood and

the absence of language, fatherhood and dreams, and the father character as a protector.
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After exploring these common elements, | will then turn to other works published
between these two novels—i.e., Child of God (in the 1970s), Blood Meridian (in the 1980s),
All the Pretty Horses (in the 1990s), and No Country for Old Men (in the 2000s). The purpose
of studying these other novels is to show other father characters such as the suicidal father or
the broken father—characters that do not necessarily appear in Outer Dark and The Road, but
that nonetheless offer interesting insights into the evolution of father characters in McCarthy.
Moreover, in relation to No Country for Old Men, | want to analyze an interesting passage
related to Sheriff Bell and his father. This passage illustrates how the masculinity of the father
is vital for the construction of both the masculinity of the son and some of his moral values.

The analysis of these other father characters shows not only McCarthy’s interest in
exploring various representations of the father and his effect on his son, but, as stated, also aims
to trace the evolution of McCarthy’s portrayal of the father character. This evolution moves
from a mostly imperfect sense of fatherhood in his characters (one which aligns with traditional
models), to McCarthy’s most perfected version of what a father character and his masculinity
and values ought to be. To accomplish this, the analysis circles back to the characters in Outer
Dark and The Road. As will be explored, the father in The Road is a perfected version that
aligns with concepts such as “the new father”—Offer and Kaplan (2021)—and “caring
masculinities”—Elliott (2016). However, before commencing with the analysis of these texts,
| want to provide a summary of Outer Dark and The Road to underscore the most fundamental
aspects of both works essential for understanding my study in the following pages.

Outer Dark tells the story of Culla and Rinthy Holme, two siblings who have committed
incest. At the novel’s start, Rinthy is pregnant with her brother’s baby. The Holmes live in very
precarious conditions, isolated from society in a cabin in the woods. When Rinthy gives birth
to a male child, a “chap” as she calls him, Culla takes the baby and abandons him in the woods,

making Rinthy believe that the baby died. However, the child is found by a tinker who takes

46



care of him for a while before giving it to a woman who would nurse him. Eventually, Rinthy
finds the truth about her son’s fate and searches for him while Culla searches for Rinthy. From
the moment when Rinthy finds out the truth of what happened, the siblings never run into each
other in the course of the novel, about a year after the baby’s birth. Parallel to the Holmes’s
story in Outer Dark, there is a group of three men, led by “the bearded one” (McCarthy 3),
who also roam the woods scavenging and killing. At the end of the novel, it is Culla who runs
again into these men, who have killed the tinker and have the child with them. After an
exchange between Culla and the bearded one, in which Culla tries to convince the bearded one
to give the child back to Rinthy, the bearded one kills the child and feeds him to one of his
men, while Culla watches. They part ways and leave Culla unharmed. Later, Rinthy finds the
remains of her son. The novel concludes shortly after that, with each character going their
separate ways. Even though Outer Dark and The Road were written several decades apart,
McCarthy highlights certain similarities between both novels; these shared elements are later
explored in the remaining pages of this chapter.

The Road tells the story of two characters—referred to by McCarthy merely as the man
(also known as Papa) and the boy—, a father and a son who roam a postapocalyptic landscape
in search of a warmer environment, which the man believes is southwards. Father and son
survive on the little food they find in a world burned to ashes and populated only by human
survivors, some of whom are cannibals, rapists, and murderers. The story follows these two
characters and their struggle to survive while the father tries to teach his son as much as possible
about survival and how to be a good person in such a hostile world. Moreover, the man’s
teachings can be seen as a means of preserving masculinity. These teachings, which are
repeated constantly throughout the course of the story, are basically reduced to two main

notions: the idea that he and the boy are “the good guys” (77), and that they are the carriers of
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“the fire” (McCarthy, The Road 83). The Road is, without a doubt, McCarthy’s ultimate novel

on the themes of fatherhood, and father and child relationship.

1. From OQuter Dark to The Road: Common Elements in Father Characters

Having reacquainted the reader with the main characters and events in both novels, |
want to start the comparison between Outer Dark and The Road by analyzing how McCarthy
introduces the father characters. | want to deal with Culla and the bearded one first, as they are
the two fathers in Outer Dark—Culla being a father in the biological sense, while the bearded
one serves as a father figure to the other two men (referred to as Harman and the mute one) in
his group. Jarrett argues that McCarthy depicts this gang of three “as an almost archetypical
family, with its members bound together tightly. The bearded outlaw functions as father and
leader, Harman’s oldest son, and the nameless mentally retarded mute as dependent baby”
(Cormac McCarthy 17). The importance of these two father characters is such that McCarthy’s
narration focuses on the bearded one on the opening page of the book, while shifting to Culla
on the closing page. The bearded one’s passages, all of them one page long, are arranged in a
way that serves to divide the novel into unnumbered chapters. McCarthy uses italics for these
passages, similar to the technique used in the thirteen chapters of No Country for Old Men. In
this case, McCarthy uses the soliloquies of Sheriff Ed Tom Bell to dive into the mind of Bell,
“where he confronts himself past and present” (Cremean 25). In Outer Dark, the italicized
passages offer a similar journey into the mind and actions of the bearded one, albeit with
considerably less information and intensity compared to Sheriff Bell’s soliloquies.

McCarthy’s decision to start the novel with the bearded one is telling and important for
an analysis of masculinity and fatherhood. After a description of how they make camp, prepare
dinner, and get ready to spend the night, the novel provides the following description of the

bearded one’s “family” routine:
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They were about with the first light, the bearded one rising and kicking out the

other two and still with no word among them rekindling the fire and setting their

battered pannikins about it, squatting on their haunches, eating again wordlessly

with beltknives, until the bearded one rose and stood spraddlelegged before the

fire and closed the other two in a foul white plume of smoke out of and through

which they fought suddenly and unannounced and mute and as suddenly ceased,

picking up their ragged duffel and moving west along the river once again.

(OQuter Dark 3)
The scene is reminiscent of a typical family waking up. In this case, the father gets the children
ready for the day, feeds them breakfast, and they are ready to go. McCarthy’s description of
the scene resembles some of the descriptions given in similar scenes in The Road, where the
nameless father wakes up next to his son in a devastated world. The man’s introduction in the
novel is described as follows: “When he woke in the woods in the dark and the cold of the
night he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping beside him” (3). Another similar passage to the
one in Outer Dark is: “They squatted in the road and ate cold rice and cold beans that they’d
cooked days ago. Already beginning to ferment. No place to make a fire that would not be seen.
They slept huddled together in the rank quilts in the dark and the cold. He held the boy close
to him” (The Road 29). Granted, the behavior of both paternal figures toward their children is
different. The man in The Road is careful and gentle, while the bearded one in Outer Dark is
blunter. Although there will be more instances later on, we can see this first comparison
between the two father characters as demonstrating how the man in The Road utilizes one of
the “main characteristics of caring masculinities,” that is, “rejecting domination” (J. Lee and
S. Lee 49). Conversely, the bearded one, as we will see, remains closer to “traditional masculine
norms, especially those that are synonymous with domination or violence” (49). In the case of

The Road, McCarthy does show how gentle the boy’s father is with his son, since he is just a
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child, while, on the other hand, in Outer Dark, McCarthy seems to point out that a father
becomes rougher when his “children” are older. In other words, tougher manners can be applied
to raising and taking care of children as they grow into adults. These tougher manners are
applied also in desperate situations, as can be seen in plenty of instances in The Road, when
the father does not stand for ceremony when it comes to alerting the child of imminent danger.

The above comparison, although brief, is merely a sample of how Outer Dark and The
Road can be contrasted. | contend that Outer Dark, in fact, has more similarities with The Road
than initially meets the eye. Some of these similarities have to do with theme, events, and, to
the matter at hand, fatherhood. Outer Dark serves as a first attempt by McCarthy to tackle the
theme of fatherhood, introducing a series of attributes in the creation of both these father
characters (i.e., Culla Holme and the bearded one) and their masculinity—attributes which can
be analyzed from a masculine perspective and that McCarthy also makes use of in the creation
of other father characters later in his career. On the one hand, McCarthy sometimes builds on
previous constructions, offering new dimensions to the masculinity of the character(s). Other
times, he criticizes or praises the characters’ masculinity. Either way, | believe that these
various constructions of the father character culminate in McCarthy’s most perfected version
of the character: the man in The Road. In other words, unlike The Orchard Keeper or Suttree—
where, it must be noted, the theme of fatherhood is also addressed—, Outer Dark and The Road
happen to have more thematic similarities and are richer in their comparison of fatherhood in
the father characters (i.e., Culla, the bearded one, and the man, respectively).

Therefore, this chapter analyzes the two novels from this perspective and compares
them with other fatherly portrayals that McCarthy wrote, chronologically speaking, between
Outer Dark and The Road. The goal is to see what elements of these father characters are
constituents of fatherhood and masculinity, and thus are understood by McCarthy as

fundamental. Moreover, through the differences in father character portrayals, | aim to analyze
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how McCarthy has evolved from a more traditional and rougher masculinity (more in the line
of the hegemonic masculinity of the 1960s and 1970s) to an early twenty-first-century model
of masculinity, concerning fatherhood, which is more nurturing and caring. In other words, if
it is understood that “[o]verall, caring masculinities introduce relational and caregiving
qualities to traditional masculine identities, yielding new meanings for men who adopt caring
masculinities” (J. Lee and S. Lee 49), my main aim with the analysis of all of these father
characters is to explore how McCarthy yields new meanings for his most perfected version of

the father in The Road.

1.1. FATHERHOOD AND THE ABSENCE OF LANGUAGE

To begin, let us revisit the previously mentioned quote in which McCarthy describes
the morning routine of the bearded one and his family in Outer Dark. In this passage, it is
noticeable that the bearded one’s morning rituals are carried out in silence—still with no word
among them”—and their combat of the smoke without any sound: “Mute” (3). Later in the
novel, the bearded one kills an old man by stabbing him in the stomach while Harman and the
mute one observe “in consubstantial monstrosity, a grim triune that watched wordless, affable”
(129). The absence of language is again a prominent characteristic of this family, especially in
instances of violence. As can be seen from this depiction of the bearded one’s family, McCarthy
already establishes a trend which he will continue to use throughout his career, that is, the
portrayal of men “whose default means of communication is more often violent than verbal”
(Brummer 9). Moreover, McCarthy’s use of the word “triune” imparts a religious connotation
to the family, suggesting either “a demonic inversion of the Holy Trinity” (Evenson,
“Embodying Violence” 141) or the Three Wise Men. As will be explored, McCarthy’s
utilization of religious-associated terms often critiques the characters in question. It is essential

to note that McCarthy’s interest in incorporating biblical parables, similes, allusions, etc., into
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his works makes finding religious connotations in his texts a deliberate choice. As a matter of
fact, Noble asserts that “McCarthy’s oeuvre represents the work of an author with a rich
knowledge of the Bible and a fascination with its cultural influence, its literary qualities, and
methods of interpreting it. He is interested in the Bible as a text with a particular history,
weightiness, style, and influence in the West” (“The Bible” 98-99). The masculinity of male
characters—including, of course, father figures—is among the various methods of interpreting
biblical allusions in McCarthy’s work. As such, McCarthy’s interest in using the Bible and
religious connotations is likewise evident in his exploration of fatherhood in the man and the
boy in The Road.

In Outer Dark, Culla, like the bearded one, shows little interest in using language with
his newborn. Culla does not speak to the child, not even when cleaning him after birth, or when
he abandons him in the woods, or when they are reunited at novel’s end in the presence of the
bearded one’s family. Culla discusses his son with Rinthy and the bearded one, but there is no
direct verbal address from him to the child. Zuzana Burakova explains that the lack of language
in McCarthy’s characters “means that the reader is denied the opportunity of making judgments
about the characters and their motivations” (180). Jay Ellis notes that in the composition of his
male characters, “McCarthy avoids direct psychology, and his characters live at the opposite
end of the conscious-self-conscious spectrum from those characters of, for instance, Henry
James” (86). While I understand Burékova and Ellis’s affirmations, the absence of language
does not hinder the construction of male characters’ masculinity throughout McCarthy’s
oeuvre.

As a matter of fact, absence of language is also a notable feature for the man in The
Road, a feature that, according to the text, contributes to shaping a perfect childhood day for
him. The narrator in The Road explains that when the man was a child, he used to spend time

with his uncle, who would take him fishing on a rowboat. After describing what the uncle and
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nephew did together on the boat on a lake, the narrator mentions that “[n]either of them had
spoken a word. This was the perfect day of his childhood. This the day to shape the days upon”
(McCarthy 13). The narration in The Road does not provide further information about the
relationship between the man and his uncle. It is unclear whether their relationship was close,
or if this uncle was a putative father for the man.?® Independently of how close they were, it is
evident from the narration that said day has been remembered fondly by the man, even in the
absence of language, or perhaps because of it. The enjoyment of their time together, along with
fishing—a masculine activity portrayed by some North American writers such as Ernest
Hemingway3°—, is enough of a bond for them. Concerning this scene, it has been argued that
the man and his uncle “are working together in a common task; the uncle is sharing his
knowledge with the man, and the man is learning from his uncle” (Wielenberg 12). Such
teaching and learning offer them a connection and “the point of it all is love” (12). Thus, in The
Road, McCarthy provides key pieces of information that are absent in Outer Dark, and help us
understand how strong the infant-caretaker relationship can be—a relationship that Culla does
not value much in relation to his child, making his son of little importance to him. Finally, Erik
Wielenberg’s above statement can also be applied to the bearded one’s family and the
aforementioned killing of the old man. As explained, the killing is perpetrated by the family in
unison and in the absence of language. Therefore, drawing from Wielenberg’s analysis of the
fishing passage in The Road, it can be argued that the bearded one shows a strong connection
with his children in their communal act of killing, even if this connection and relationship are

of a more primal and homicidal nature than the one in The Road.

29 McCarthy has explored the dynamics of uncle and nephew relationships in various works. In this dissertation,
particular attention will be given to the portrayal of the relationship between Sheriff Bell and Uncle Ellis in No
Country for Old Men.

% Armengol has delved into the significance of fishing and hunting in numerous works by Hemingway. Armengol
elucidates that in Hemingway’s writings published during the 1920s and 1930s: “[H]unting and fishing tak[e]
center stage as tests of manhood throughout many of these early fictions” (“Performing Manhood through Animal
Killings?” 840).
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Another plausible explanation for the profound personal meaning of the day for the man
in The Road—even in the absence of oral language—may be found in psychological studies
that indicate that “personal meaning begins in the infant-caregiver relation” (Chodorow 58).
This means that there can be

from the beginning nonverbal, preverbal, nonlinguistic, or prelinguistic aspects

of meaning—aspects of meaning that go unambiguously and emphatically

beyond language. Such a view again accords with our clinical experience that

language and cognitions are always infused with emotion and unconscious
fantasy. Analysts describe how this psychological infusing of perception and
experience, created both from within and from the uniqueness of the caretaker-

child matrix, arises well before language, so that language itself develops in and

gains meaning from this idiosyncratic emotional and fantasy context. (58)

In The Road, given that the story commences in mediares, the reader lacks detailed information
about the boy’s early years. Consequently, Chodorow’s explanation of the psychological
infusion of perception and experience preceding language is not provided by McCarthy in the
case of the man and the boy, although it is inferred. Regarding the bearded one in Outer Dark,
McCarthy adheres to his characteristic style by not offering extensive background information
about him and the other two men. However, given that the mute one seems to suffer from some
kind of mental impairment, his relationship with the father figure (i.e., the bearded one) echoes
Chodorow’s notion of infusing perception and experience. In their case, this occurs in a violent
and primitive sense. The violent and primitive nature of the relationship between the bearded
one and his family—characters who have been qualified as “Neanderthal-type cannibals” (Carr
10)—stems from their nomadic lifestyle in the woods, where hunting, assumed to be a primary

source of food, becomes a silent activity fostering family bonding. This is exemplified in the
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silent slaughter and subsequent consumption of Culla’s child by the mute one at the end of the
novel.

Furthermore, Culla denies his child, as well as himself, any form of personal meaning
in their relationship, since he “abandons his new-born son [to his death] in the forest” (Cant
47), and, later, to the whims of the bearded one. Considering all of this, it can be concluded
that the paternal relationships portrayed in Outer Dark involving the lack of language are
primal. As argued, these paternal relationships establish a kind of primitive and even
animalistic connection between father and son. Conversely, The Road offers a much more
humane, complex, and sentimental®! portrayal of parenthood, even in the numerous cases
where communication between the man and the boy is reduced to mere “okays,” “yeses,” and
“l knows.” This suggests that the connection between the man and boy often transcends their
use of language, and they only need a few words to understand each other and discern their
feelings.

Let us return now to Chodorow’s aforementioned explanation of a psychological
infusion of perception and experience. In contrast to what McCarthy presents in Outer Dark,
The Road includes instances where the child cannot comprehend what his father is doing or
saying. The man’s actions on these occasions are related to a time before the cataclysmic
event—that is, before the world the boy knows, perceives, and experiences came into being. In
other words, the world in which the father grew up and modeled his masculinity is a bygone
one the boy can only perceive through remaining artifacts, most of which he cannot fully
comprehend. The post-cataclysm child, lacking access to the necessary resources such as toys,
cannot learn about the world in the way an ordinary extradiegetic child would. The man reflects

on this when he contemplates that “to the boy he was himself an alien. A being from a planet

*! Regarding sentimentality in McCarthy’s works, Ellis explicates that it “usually remains at the convincing level
of buried sentiment” (86). Moreover, Ellis asserts that sentimentality manifests in the relation “between the son
and the father (and this has been usually so deeply buried, yet so acrimonious, as to seem like anything but
sentiment)” (86).
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that no longer existed. The tales of which were suspect” (McCarthy, The Road 153-54). Within
the context of the postapocalyptic world of The Road, Woodson argues about the connection
between the father’s world and the son’s. Woodson states, “The country surrounding the
journey of the man and boy is filled with signifiers with no existing referents: the shopping cart
without the goods to be purchased, the flute the man makes for the boy that has no meaning for
him in a world without music, the library with swollen, unreadable books” (“McCarthy’s
Heroes and the Will to Truth” 22). An illustrative example of Woodson’s conclusion and my
appreciation that the boy cannot, at times, understand his father’s actions can be found when
the man and the boy, in one of their searches for scraps and food, find a telephone. It is at this
moment when the man “picked up the phone and dialed the number of his father’s house in
that long ago” (McCarthy, The Road 7). Interestingly, the man dials his father’s phone number,
attempting to reconnect with the paternal figure, perhaps seeking advice. What is even more
interesting is that the man, aware that the phone would not work, still endeavors to use a
communication device—and just like with his uncle in the fishing memory scene, silence is all
he gets. The boy, not comprehending what his father is doing, simply asks him: “What are you
doing?” (7). The father might feel nostalgic about the times when he used to fish in silence
with his uncle or perhaps about the old times spent in that house. The man may decide to use
his father’s phone as an attempt to remember his father through the silent void the phone
provides, since, in The Road, language is not entirely necessary to create a strong bond between
father and son.

As explored in this section of the chapter, the absence of language is a fundamental
aspect in McCarthy’s construction of the masculinity of the father character, as observed in
both Outer Dark and The Road. For some of the father characters and father figures explored
in this section, the lack of language becomes a means to establish strong connections with other

father figures or with their children. It seems that for the characters here explored, bonds
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established through actions are often more potent than those formed through the use of
language. Even Culla Holme, who ultimately rejects his child, leans toward actions rather than
language. Nevertheless, the lack of language is merely one aspect McCarthy employs in
constructing the masculinity of these father characters. In the following section, | will explore

how McCarthy also utilizes dreams in relation to masculinity and father characters.

1.2.  FATHERHOOD AND DREAMS

The use of dreams in relation to father characters in both Outer Dark and The Road can
be seen as cautionary tales for the characters. These cautionary tales, as we will see, are
interpreted by these father characters in various ways. To begin with, let us return now to the
introduction of the bearded one and his family in Outer Dark, since it offers some interesting
comparison as to how Culla is introduced in the novel. The narration informs the reader that
the three men are walking “strung out in silhouette against the sun and then dropping under the
crest of the hill into a fold of blue shadow with light touching them about the head in spurious
sanctity until they had gone on for such a time as saw the sun down altogether and they moved
in shadow altogether which suited them very well” (McCarthy 3). Conversely, Culla’s
introduction is via a dream he has. Psychoanalysts have studied dreams because their study
“provides another route into understanding cultural psyches” (Chodorow 181). In other words,
the ideas, fears, tensions, etc., shared by a community can often appear in oneiric spaces. These
dream situations and realities are not to be ignored, nor their research neglected. As will be
seen later in this dissertation, McCarthy makes use of dreams to help explain and understand
the masculinity of the characters as well as to offer, in the present case, some understanding of
the characters’ role as fathers. McCarthy’s use of dreams, in this case for these father
characters, hints at a way these characters have of dealing with their anxieties and fears, often

related to both fatherhood and masculinity.
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In the case of Culla, at the novel’s start, Rinthy wakes him up because he is “hollerin”
(McCarthy, Outer Dark 5) in the middle of the night. Culla’s hollering is the result of a dream
and, after he wakes up, the narration explains it. In his dream, a prophet is surrounded by a
“delegation of human ruin who attended him with blind eyes upturned and puckered stumps
and leprous sores” (5) gathered in the middle of a square. There is an eclipse during which “all
these souls would be cured of their afflictions” (5). In these initial descriptions of the bearded
one and Culla, it is interesting to note that the narration uses religious terminology to describe
the light that surrounds the bearded one’s family. Said light gives them the appearance of
“spurious sanctity,” in addition to the fact that Culla dreams of a prophet. Moreover, the
bearded one’s family enjoys being surrounded by shadows and Culla’s dream has an eclipse
casting shadows over the prophet and the followers, Culla included. In relation to McCarthy’s
use of religious symbolism, Noble explains that McCarthy has two “favorite themes,” one of
which is “our ability (or inability) to know the world, including the transcendent or spiritual”
(“The Bible” 99). This symbolism used in Outer Dark is an instance of foreshadowing
indicating that the father-character portrayals in the novel will be dark, not in accordance with
stereotypes or more positive ones found, for instance, in The Road. In other words, the father
characters in Outer Dark are aligned with traditional masculinities, whilst those in The Road
are closer to caring masculinities.

On the other hand, the second of McCarthy’s favorite themes listed by Noble has to do
with “the way in which our interpretation of the world shapes us” (“The Bible” 99). The
religious symbolism employed by McCarthy in Outer Dark—and most of his works, for that
matter—, especially in relation to the characters of Culla and the bearded one’s family, is to
emphasize how apart these characters are from any form of sanctity or religiosity. The world
of Outer Dark, as virtually any world in his oeuvre, may be initially crafted by McCarthy with

religious connections and connotations in mind. However, these worlds turn into cautionary
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tales that often warn about how the lack of religious beliefs as well as misinterpretations of
religious tales can bring about dangerous characters—often male ones—as well as hell-like
scenarios. It must be noted that in his frequent use of religious symbolism in his works,
McCarthy more concretely utilizes Christian symbolism.2? Besides the above explanation
regarding McCarthy’s use of religious symbolism as a warning or cautionary tale, I believe
McCarthy employs it too with a didactic purpose, which is used in a twofold manner. Firstly,
to help those readers already acquainted with Christian religion terminology to understand his
frequent allegorical intentions in the text. Secondly, to help those readers not familiarized with
religious contents to follow both the story and McCarthy’s meaning via the symbolism
employed. For instance, the sun in the Bible often serves as a metaphor for God, and also for
His son, Jesus Christ—e.g., Eph. 5.14, John 8.12, Matt. 4.16, to mention just a few. Therefore,
the fact that, in these introductions of the bearded one and Culla, the sun is either setting or
being blocked in an eclipse (as we will see in the following paragraph) foreshadows the fate of
Culla’s son, whose death can be seen as a sacrifice and his blood and flesh nurture the bearded
one’s son (i.e., the mute one) in a Christlike fashion. Hence, if Jesus Christ dies in order to save
humanity from sin, the death of the child frees Culla from his guilt and the sin of incest.

Continuing with Culla’s dream, we are told then that Culla:

was caught up among the supplicants and when they had been blessed and the

sun begun to blacken he did push forward and hold up his hand and call out. Me,

he cried. Can | be cured? The prophet looked down as if surprised to see him

there amidst such pariahs. The sun paused. He said: Yes, | think perhaps you will

32 |t has been argued that Outer Dark is framed “with a particular discourse from the Gospel of Matthew, and the
novel explores that discourse by embodying it—which is precisely what parables do”” (Noble, “The Bible” 105).
Within this interpretation of the novel as a biblical parable, Noble explains that Culla and Rinthy “embody two
different ways of responding to sin” (105), namely, through damnation (Culla) and through receiving grace
(Rinthy).
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be cured. Then the sun buckled and dark fell like a shout. (McCarthy, Outer Dark

5)

At this point in the novel, the reader has not yet been informed that Culla and Rinthy are, in
fact, siblings, and that they are expecting a child. Hence, Culla’s question to the dream’s
prophet—“Can I be cured?”—forces the reader to wonder what ailment harries Culla. What
torments Culla is, in fact, no ailment, but the knowledge that Rinthy is pregnant with his child,
combined with his impending paternity. Ann Fisher-Wirth suggests that Culla’s despair in the
dream is so “extreme” that he suffers “a change of ontological status between the incestuous
coupling and his son’s birth” (129). Therefore, in his despair, Culla implores “a Christ-figure”
for a healing that is “spiritual,” and stems “from the primal sin of incest” (Noble, “The Bible”
103). Culla knows that such healing can only be achieved through the death of his son.
However, Culla cannot directly bring himself to do it, hence his decision to abandon the child
to a slow death—either by hypothermia or by thirst—in the middle of the woods.

Jonathan EImore and Rick EImore argue that Culla’s dream and his fear of his paternity
being discovered are “often read as the motivating force of Outer Dark; this fear leads him to
abandon his child and flee his home” (120). | concur with this reading; incest is not what
troubles Culla nor Rinthy. One may wonder if Culla tried to dissuade Rinthy from having the
baby when they first learned of her pregnancy. The narration does not provide an answer; we
can only speculate about what Culla felt during the months Rinthy was pregnant. Culla should
have had ample time to contemplate his impending paternity and the changes it would bring to
their lives. It may be the case that Culla has been struggling and having nightmares for months,
but there is also the possibility, as scholars argue, that the aforementioned nightmare is the last
straw—a nightmare that triggers his actions for the rest of the novel. The dream concludes with
the sun disappearing and not returning. It is stated that Culla then “grew fearful. VVoices were

being raised against him. He was caught up in the crowd and the stink of their rags filled his
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nostrils. They grew seething and more mutinous and he tried to hide among them but they knew
him even in that pit of hopeless dark and fell upon him with howls of outrage” (McCarthy,
Outer Dark 6). The message Culla receives from the prophet’s words and the crowd’s actions
is that his paternity is a disgrace to the community and something to be forbidden, hidden, and
dealt with. The only way out, the only way of dealing with it Culla finds, is to leave the child
for dead and to lie to Rinthy about it. Jonathan EImore and Rick EImore also argue that Culla’s
encounter with the blind man at the end of the novel (a scene which will later be analyzed)
helps to assure that “it was not Culla’s sin of incest that caused the preacher’s departure, as the
crowd was ignorant of his aliment and the preacher was, in all likelihood, a false prophet”
(120). Therefore, in relation to Culla’s dream, they conclude that Culla “is not to blame for the
failure of the community to be cured, a fact that suggests his incest, the act that motivates the
action of the novel and its seeming nihilism, was not the community destroying sin that it first
appeared to be” (120). Whether Culla is to blame for the failure of the dream’s community to
be cured or not, the truth for Culla is that it is his paternity which troubles him and which
triggers his actions in the course of the novel, not the dream per se. The dream, in Culla’s
psyche, is merely an oneiric representation of the terror he feels prior to the changes the child
will bring about after his birth; that is, Culla’s entire world will collapse.

Similarly, the opening pages of The Road delve into the man’s experience of sleeping,
dreaming, and waking up in a dark world. McCarthy’s description of how the days become
“more gray each one than what had gone before. Like the onset of some cold glaucoma
dimming away the world” (3) echoes the eclipse in Culla’s dream. The man also experiences a
dream from which he awakens. In this dream, the man envisions his child leading him “by the
hand” (3) as they traverse a cave. Much like Culla’s dream, this vision is disturbing in its own
right: the narration explains that the two are like “pilgrims in a fable swallowed up and lost

among the inward parts of some granitic beast” (McCarthy, The Road 3). The man and the boy
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then wander until they encounter a room with a “black and ancient lake. And on the far shore
a creature that raised its dripping mouth from the rimstone pool and stares into the light with
eyes dead white and sightless as the eggs of spiders” (3—4). They observe the creature and its
translucent body; the creature gazes at them, moans, and eventually vanishes. No
communication occurs between the man, the child, and the creature, so, unlike Culla’s dream,
we cannot interpret this dream as a clear warning from the creature to the man, although the
possibility cannot be underestimated. Nevertheless, the atmosphere McCarthy describes in the
man’s dream is not a pleasant one either.

In these two dreams, it seems that McCarthy is conveying the idea that fatherhood is
something to be feared or, at the very least, approached with caution. Fatherhood in these
dreams is depicted as a fear looming in dark settings, pressured by a community, and hidden
in the depths. This fear manifests in various forms: that of a prophet offering some twisted hope
of salvation from a fatherhood that does not conform to societal rules, and that of a monster
serving as a potential looming warning for the father to be watchful and to protect his child,
whom he must keep close at all times, lest the creatures of the deep take them. In the
comparison between traditional masculinities and caring masculinities, the creature in the
man’s dream can also represent how observant traditional masculinities are of newer ones, such
as caring masculinities.

Furthermore, the man, in a way, appreciates having such a dream. A few pages later,
the narration informs the reader that the man believes that “the right dreams for a man in peril
were dreams of peril” (McCarthy, The Road 18). For the man, the dream world must mirror
the real world, and his dreams serve as a useful reminder of his duty as a father. In a way,
virtually all the fatherhood-related dreams depicted in McCarthy’s oeuvre involve some form
of peril surrounding the father or the father’s child. The man has pleasant dreams in which he

was “walking in a flowering wood where birds flew before them he and the child and the sky
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was aching blue” (18). However, these dreams have the potential to become a trap for him as
a parent and he has learnt to “[mistrust] all of that” and to “wake himself from just such siren
worlds” (18). For the man, fatherhood in the world of The Road is a serious matter requiring
the ultimate commitment—that is, facing the reality of the world in which they roam, instead
of dwelling on past realities and utopias. Unrealistic imaginings are poisonous thoughts for the
father, as they can negatively impact his role as a father and hinder his efforts to teach the boy
about masculinity. In other words, if the man allows oneiric fantasies to take over, he risks
losing touch with the reality of the world he and the boy traverse, thus endangering his child in
the perils of the road. If not approached seriously and if one indulges in fantasizing about
beautiful dream worlds, these dangers can be transformed into a “call of languor and of death”
(18).

Dreams in Outer Dark and The Road also function to remind both Culla and the man
of how they have failed the mothers of their respective sons, as well as the consequences their
actions either will bring or have brought about. In Outer Dark, another instance associated with
adream occurs: in this case, Rinthy is sleeping whilst Culla observes her, and what he witnesses
affects him deeply. The narration states that Rinthy “stirred heavily in her sleep, moaning”
(McCarthy 27). By the description provided, it can be inferred that Rinthy is having a
nightmare, perhaps a prophetic nightmare similar to the one Culla had concerning their incest.
She might also be dreaming about Culla abandoning their child. Regardless of Rinthy’s
dream’s content, the sight of her dreaming in such a distressing manner proves to be too much
for Culla. The narration explains that when Culla “could stay no longer he went out again and
walked on the road” (27). It is noteworthy that Culla, like the man in The Road after waking
up, decides to walk away from the sight of his struggling sister in order to traverse a road—a
sight that undoubtedly reminds him of the aforementioned initial prophetic dream and of his

abandonment of their child. Moreover, the road Culla walks on is one that, much like the one
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in The Road, will initially bring threats and eventually death. Culla grapples with Rinthy’s
oneiric suffering, and he does so up to a point where he “could not decide what to do. He sat
on a stone by the side of the road and with a dead stick drew outlandish symbols in the dust”
(McCarthy, Outer Dark 27). Culla’s guilt overwhelms him at this point, and he resorts to
isolation and drawing symbols that are foreign to him, symbolizing how his recent fatherhood
IS a new territory he is not comfortable exploring.

Furthermore, Culla’s abandonment of his child is also linked to a dream passage. After
returning to the cabin, making dinner for him and Rinthy, and going to sleep, Culla sees “again
the birthstunned face, the swamp trees in a dark bower above the pale and naked flesh and the
black blood seeping from the navel” (27). Culla’s vision is of his child in the peril into which
he has placed him—a helpless child lying in the middle of the woods waiting for either death
or a miracle. This description of Culla’s son and the impending death that awaits the child not
only foreshadows his destiny in the novel, but also serves as a reminder of a scene, which will
be later analyzed, in The Road that illustrates the nature of the perilous world into which
children are born—a world where children become a source of food for cannibals.

Along with the previously mentioned dream, the man in The Road dreams about his
wife. Similar to Culla and Rinthy at the beginning of Outer Dark, the mother in the man’s
dream “was sick and he [the man] cared for her” (McCarthy, The Road 32). The man feels that
this dream carries “the look of sacrifice” (32) and thus reveals to him what he could have done
to save her from dying alone. In other words, the dream shows him how he could have acted
as a protector and caretaker. The man’s oneiric fantasy is deceptive and represents one of the
aforementioned siren worlds he fears so much. The man acknowledges that he failed his wife
as a protector (as will be explored later) since he “did not take care of her and she died alone
somewhere in the dark” (32). By recognizing this, the man exercises control over his dream

fantasies—i.e., oneiric distractions that, if succumbed to, would make him lose track of the real
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world and his duty as a father to his son. He keeps them at bay, understanding that “there is no
other dream nor other waking world and there is no other tale to tell” (32). In other words, there
is no point in dreaming and caring about someone who is no longer with them, especially in a
world full of dangers where he is needed by his son. Those dreams only serve him as a reminder
of his failure as the man of the family, as a husband, and as the father who allowed his son to
lose his mother.

Similar to Culla’s behavior toward the sleeping Rinthy, the man in The Road also
observes his son while he sleeps. On one occasion, the sight of the boy sleeping brings him to
tears, a reaction aligning with the second characteristic of caring masculinities, as the man can
be seen as a father who “emphasiz[es] affective, relational, emotional, and interdependent
qualities of care” (J. Lee and S. Lee 49). Although the man is uncertain about what caused his
reaction, he believes that it is “about beauty or about goodness. Things that he’d no longer any
way to think about at all” (McCarthy, The Road 129-30). In contrast to the fear Culla feels
when observing Rinthy having a nightmare, the man’s thoughts and feelings when looking at
his sleeping child are positive. Even in slumber, he sees in the boy the reason to continue, the
justification for why fatherhood is worthwhile. The boy serves him as a reminder of all the
good things in the world that were once present and are now lost, except that, in the man’s
understanding, these things have found a haven in the child.

However, as argued before, the man has learnt never to surrender to either pleasant or
unpleasant dreams, even if his son appears in them. In another dream, the man sees the boy
“laid upon a coolingboard and woke in horror” (McCarthy, The Road 130). The man
experiences this dream at a moment when he is “beginning to think that death [is] finally upon
them and that they should find some place to hide where they would not be found” (129). This
feeling of imminent death may trigger such a dream. However, the narration explains that what

the man “could bear in the waking world he could not by night and he sat awake for fear the
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dream would return” (130). The observation made by the narrative is interesting, though it may
be an instance of unreliable narration because, if understood from the passage that what the
man can bear in the waking world of The Road is the sight of his child dead, then said
affirmation contrasts (as explored later) with the constant fear the man has of having to kill his
child if the “bad guys” find and corner them. This hypothetical scenario is what the man fears
the most. Therefore, another interpretation arises, one in which this dream must be related to
masculinity. In this sense, even in his dreams, the man fears that his teachings of both carrying
the fire and being the “good guys” may die with the boy. After all, every teaching is generally
done with the expectation that the person receiving it will eventually pass it on to others,
hopefully the next generation. Therefore, the man’s teachings regarding masculinity harbor the
hope and the expectation that they will not die with his son.

Finally, the man has another dream at a point in the story when he and his son are
spending a few days in the protection of a bunker they stumble upon. In the dream, the man is
visited “by creatures of a kind he’d never seen before. They did not speak” (McCarthy, The
Road 153). Once again, the lack of language is noticeable, even in oneiric worlds. The man has
the feeling that these creatures are merely observing them. The narration states that the man
tries to remember the dream but fails and thinks that the dream may be another warning, in this
case, a warning about his incapability to “enkindle in the heart of the child what was ashes in
his own” (154). As seen, the man struggles constantly, both in the waking world and the oneiric
one, with the pressure of completing his duty as a father to instill a somewhat obsolete sense
of masculinity in his son. This he does through the “good guys” and the carrying the fire
philosophical tenets—that is, the “good guys” and the carriers of the fire are two principles on
which the father’s belief of masculinity is based. The dreams serve as a reminder of the job he
has to do. Moreover, the man points out that dreams are also useful, firstly, in teaching new

life lessons, and, secondly, in serving as a warning about various dangers represented in oneiric
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worlds. The man explains to his son: “When your dreams are of some world that never was or
of some world that never will be and you are happy again then you will have given up. Do you
understand? And you cant give up. [ wont let you™ (189). In other words, past and future utopian
worlds are deceitful and can destroy the ideals of masculinity the man teaches and the boy
learns. Derived from the man’s comment, one of these ideals is that masculinity needs to be
tied to suffering. It is not that masculinity cannot ever be linked to a feeling of happiness, since
the man uses the word “again,” implying that there are times in which one can be happy.
However, in the case of The Road, constant happiness is unattainable because there is no real
world where this is possible, only in the fantasy worlds of dreams. Thus, the man implies that
masculinity is very down to earth, and since the world they inhabit contains a lot of suffering,
the masculinity of the “good guys” and of the carriers of the fire has to be shaped accordingly.
Furthermore, the man’s explanation can be extrapolated to other dreams in McCarthy’s novels
which also explore the relationship between father and son and teachings of masculinity.

One of these dreams is used at the conclusion of No Country for Old Men—a novel
published a year before The Road. As mentioned earlier, in one of the numerous soliloquies
that divide No Country for Old Men into chapters, Sheriff Ed Tom Bell, an agent of the law
who retires at the novel’s conclusion, explains that he had two dreams featuring him and his
father, Jack. Bell does not explain much about the first dream, but he does elaborate on the
second. Bell explains that the dream felt like he and his father were “both back in older times
and I [Bell] was on horseback goin through the mountains of a night. Goin through this pass in
the mountains. It was cold and there was snow on the ground” (McCarthy, No Country for Old
Men 309). The scenario depicted in Bell’s dream portrays another natural and potentially
dangerous environment, one not so distant from the natural worlds depicted in both Outer Dark
and The Road. Bell explains that he is riding alone until Jack “rode past me and kept on going.

Never said nothin. He just rode on past” (309). Once again, the previously mentioned trademark
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of silence, even in oneiric scenarios, between father and son is present too in No Country for
Old Men. David Cremean considers that this dream is “heavily archetypal and highly mystical”
(25). In the dream, Bell’s father is “carryin fire in a horn the way people us