High Noon:  The Failure of Collective Action


This movie seems to be about a man who has to face down danger alone.  It can be seen as a tale in which the lone hero goes forth to slay the dragon in order to save the damsel in distress or his fellow citizens.  But, as we know, if is only by necessity that Marshall Will Kane has to stand up to four gunmen who have come to town to kill him.  The real story of this film is the failure of the citizens of Hadleyville, a frontier town (but on the railroad line to somewhere) made up of people whose main object in life seems to be to avoid trouble (or to let someone else deal with it).  “High Noon” is a story about the failure of collective action.  It is an indictment of society and a warning to us all that we are on our own because, when the chips are down, no one is going to step forward to help you.


Like “The Fountainhead” this movie portrays a fragmented and dysfunctional society in which the hero is driven to take the law into his own hands in order to vindicate a higher principle:  his personal honor.  Like “The Fountainhead” it begs the question:  If society is so contemptible, why appeal to it for judgment?  If Will Kane, ultimately, finds his fellow citizens so undeserving of his consideration, why does he risk his life to protect them?  Of course that is exactly the point of the story.  He does not risk his life to make the town a safer place.  His action is solely motivated by his feeling of self-regard.  Like Howard Roark, Will Kane doesn’t care about society.  He acts (just as Roark creates) only because he feels he has to uphold his own personal code of honor.  

Where, we might ask, does this code of honor come from?  Are we to believe that men like Roark and Kane really don’t care what society thinks of them?  Would the concept of honor exist at all in a lawless, anarchic situation, where there was no audience sitting in judgment on our actions?  Is not honor really nothing more than the sense of self-esteem one gets from being respected by one’s fellow citizens?  Can anyone really “honor himself?”  Is it possible to separate our sense of self-worth from the way we feel we are evaluated by others?  Historically, the concept of honor seems to have emerged among the ancient Greeks and then as a character trait cultivated by Roman patricians.  A slave or a barbarian was viewed as a person without a sense of honor.  They were not expected to be honest and honorable because they could not aspire to be honored by the citizenry of the polis or the patria.  

So whence came the notion that an isolated individual, living in society, but not really a part of it, could have a sense of honor and be motivated to carry out heroic actions simply by his own sense of self-worth? 
 

The Contemptible People


The author of the “High Noon” screenplay, Carl Foreman, based his work on a magazine Western of a few years earlier entitled “The Tin Star” by John W. Cunningham.  Foreman, who was called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee just as he was writing this screen play and was subsequently blacklisted for his unwillingness to name associates from his Communist Party days, may have been influenced by his personal experiences in his depiction of the cowardly masses when faced with a threat to their comfortable lives.  Here we have Foreman’s left-wing denunciation of the people to complement the right-wing denunciation found in “The Fountainhead.”  Foreman embodies his own personal heroism in the character of Marshall Will Kane, just as Ayn Rand pours much of her personal struggle against what she saw as left-wing rejection of her work into the character of Howard Roark.  

Foreman gives us three telling examples of the unwillingness of  people to stand up against the mob:  (1)  Judge Merrick (who had sentenced Frank Miller to prison) decamping after telling Kane that he wanted to live to be a judge in some other town.  He warns Kane that the people of Hadleyville will not risk their lives to back him up and that he should clear out; (2)  Will goes to the saloon to round up some townsmen to serve as his deputies, but finds it full of cynics who are already betting on his being gunned down by Frank Miller.  These low-life actually prefer the wide-open town that existed before Kane cleaned things up and look forward to his “execution.”  Kane leaves the saloon empty handed; finally, his quest for support culminates in his appeal to the parishioners at the town church, where he interrupts the Sunday services to plead for help.  Despite a few voices speaking out in support of helping  Kane, the bottom line is that the town – represented by the mayor – wishes Kane would leave so there wouldn’t be any trouble when Miller gets off the noon train.  Violence in the streets, the mayor argues, would be bad for the town’s reputation and could ruin the chances for investment from “the people up North.”  Hadleyville seems little better than that demoralized place from George Bailey’s nightmare:  Pottersville. 

As in “The Fountainhead” this film seeks to indoctrinate the viewer with the idea that the people – in the mass – are cowardly and ready to follow the lead of demagogues and criminals.  American society, it seems, is not a fit place to raise a family or to try to make an honest living.
The Women


As in the other two films, we are presented with Hollywood’s vision of women who “stand by their man.”  In this case we see two contrasting women – the meek Quaker bride who at first refuses to support what she sees as her new husband’s foolhardy decision to face down the killers.  Only at the last minute, after boarding the train out of town, but before it actually pulls out of the station, does she react to the sound of gunfire from the town and race to the scene of the showdown, half-expecting to see Will lying dead in the street.  Amy then vindicates herself:  first plugging one of the outlaws in the back as he huddles near a window outside the sheriff’s office and then, after she is taken hostage by Miller, who is using her as a human shield, she turns on him, scratching his face and falling to the ground, allowing Will to get off the shot that brings the bandit’s quest for revenge to an ignominious conclusion.  

The kind of courage Amy showed only in the end is exhibited, at least verbally, by Will’s old girlfriend, Helen Ramirez, from the start.  Helen, the proprietor of the “Ramirez Saloon” and presumably a lady of easy virtue, tells Amy:  “If Kane was my man, I would never leave him like this.  I would get a gun and fight.”  A short time later, of course, Helen sells her saloon on short notice, packs her bags and – like Amy -- boards the train (which Frank Miller has arrived on). Kane is no longer her “man,” so presumably she does not have to stay and fight.  Her hasty departure is, of  course, motivated by the fact that Miller  was a former lover, so there was a real danger he might beat her up for having had an affair with Kane.  Presumably the train has already left the station with Helen on board before Miller and his gang bite the dust.  Maybe Helen returns to town after getting word of their demise.  Still, the reckless courage of her initial reaction is clearly meant by the screenwriter to redeem her in our eyes, despite her many obvious moral failings.  In this sense, she is a woman that Ayn Rand would have admired.  A sort of Mexican version of Dominique Francon.  
The Star in the Dirt


In the shocking concluding scene of the film, Will unpins the marshal’s star from his chest and throws it into the dirt before climbing onto his buckboard with Amy and the luggage and riding out of town, this time for good.  The townspeople gathered to congratulate him and wish him well are the targets of his contempt – he practically slaps them in the face as he brusquely and silently turns his back on the people who failed to step forward to help him in his hour of need.  The moral is clear:  the people are contemptible; only the lone hero has integrity.  This denouement prompted another Hollywood hero – John Wayne – to denounce the movie as “Un-American.”  

The star symbolizes government authority and the law.  By throwing it into the dirt, Will Kane abruptly separates himself from these concepts.  He did what he did not as a law man (he had already retired by the time the outlaws arrived in town and his successor was expected any day), but as a “man” who had to uphold his honor and face down those who would challenge his manhood.  He did not act to save the town, or to uphold the law.  His actions were purely personal.  It is not clear why he felt he needed to put the star on in the first place:  perhaps to give the cover of law to what was in fact the working out of a personal vendetta between him and Frank Miller.  It is a bit like Howard Roark arguing his case to the jury, even though he did not really recognize the right of the jury to judge him (or his work, at any rate).  Society, as represented by the star or the jury, is to these heroes simply a formality behind which stands the violent passions of men striving for supremacy in a “survival of the fittest” world.

One might also ask if the townspeople – like the mayor – who wanted Kane to leave – might not have been right.  What was the point of the “showdown” between Kane and Frank Miller and his men?  Were the latter going to take over the town and turn it into a lawless place?  Not really.  They only came there to get Kane.  Those who begged Kane to leave, whether for his own good or for the good of the town, may have had a perfectly reasonable point of view.  This was not cowardliness, just good sense. 

� Another example from filmdom is Rick in Casablanca.  This jaded cynic doesn’t have to risk his life and his business to help Victor Lazlo and Ilsa.  That he is willing to do so shows us that, deep down, he really does believe in the values of democracy and despise the totalitarian Nazis and their French lackies.





