A criticism of the male gaze; an analysis of 3:10 to Yuma

This essay will be discussing and analysing the movie 3:10 to Yuma (2007). The essay will be covering the reason why this is an appealing movie to male audiences, as well as the different portrayals of characters within, and what that might say about the characters and audience. It will be focusing on the two main characters Dan Evans and Ben Wade’s dynamic, as well as the portrayal of Charlie Prince. It will primarily use Laura Mulvey’s theories and concepts, including the male gaze, as well as some other theories about the portrayal of men and women in media. Finally, this essay will then discuss the meaning of the portrayals of the characters, as well as the different interpretations that can arise from the same film. The movie 3:10 to Yuma was originally a short story in a serial magazine created in 1935, it was then adapted into a movie that was released in 1957. Then in 2007 it was re-made into the movie we are examining. The movie focuses on the capture of an outlaw (Ben Wade) that must be transported to a train, which is the train 3:10 to Yuma. 
In order to analyse this movie, this essay will primarily incorporate the ideas of Laura Mulvey. Laura Mulvey is an important figure in film study, and her contribution to film and media has been very influential over the years. Though she has written many different theories and essays, her most famous was a piece written in 1973 and published in 1975 called ‘Visual Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema’. This essay was ground-breaking in film theory since it included viewpoints and perspectives that had not been covered before, it included feminist ideology and a psychoanalytical viewpoint on how the subconscious filming, portrayal, and the viewing of women in film. Through this essay the term “male gaze” was solidified as a common theme in way of portraying and consuming media.
‘Visual Pleasure and the Narrative of Cinema’ was a paper that Mulvey used to explore the preestablished and existing undercurrent of heteronormative and patriarchal aspects of society, specifically the way that movies were made and gazed upon. Mulvey uses different theorists from the past in her paper; Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan’s theories are both incorporated. She writes of the active male audience that are viewing the passive female image, and the subconscious or conscious portrayal of female bodies as objects gazed and looked at by the audience that are usually identified as male. The gaze is created by not only the filmmakers and the audience but by the society that has created an erotic voyeuristic male gaze as the viewer. 
This theory has been added to by Laura Mulvey, later in 1981 she published another article called ‘Afterthoughts on “Visual Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema” inspired by The Duel of the Sun (1946)’. There Mulvey considers the women in the audience: how does the male gaze, spectatorship, and the erotic portrayal of the feminine body impact the female audience? Mulvey claims that the women in the audience have an identity crisis, in a way they identify both with the active male protagonist and with the passive female characters, creating a fluidity and identification with different portrayals of gender that constantly changes and shifts. Though the discussion of the male gaze was not the only contribution Laura Mulvey has made over the years it is by far the most influential and famous. She has continued to adapt and add as well as produce new theories in this field of study. 

Regarding the audience gaze, looking at who is reviewing the movie, as well as what is typically associated as a masculine dominated genre, 3:10 to Yuma is a remake of a classic Western, which have always been quite associated with American masculine ideology (Donald 1992, Strate 1992). The portrayal of the Frontier, the Western with its guns, violence, wild themes have associations with masculinity. Are all common attributes that appear in the Western genre including modern and old westerns. There are many different reasons why 3:10 to Yuma would be an enjoyable film for the male audience and others, but primarily the simple narrative that can be taken at face value makes an easy watch for a Friday evening. 
The use of action and guns, and incorporation of stereotypically masculine characteristics in the male characters are most prominent in the movie. For example, of the main characters Ben Wade is presented as cool, calm, and collected, good with a gun, and is a prime example of a character which a white heterosexual male might easily identify with; all these features are usually portrayed as positive aspects of masculinity. Lance Strate talks about the myth of masculinity and how certain aspects of masculinity are seen as natural rather than historic, and the societal creations and circumstances that have constructed this concept (Strate, 1992). Mulvey also theorises that the male gaze encourages and allows with ease the perspective of the straight white male to be the gaze that the audience uses (Laing 2020, Mulvey 1989). This means that it is easier for the specific demographic that is shown on the surface to connect, relate and enjoy the movie. 

Regarding other character dynamics and portrayals, Charlie Prince is interesting to examine. Though on the surface the portrayal of Charlie Prince is seen as a typical male antihero or villain. He has some of the previously mentioned characteristic associated with a masculine Western concept. The character both uses guns skilfully and is extremely adept and efficient at violence, which are all characteristics associated with the myth of masculinity (Donald 1992, Strate 1992).
However, there is a second, deeper reading of this character; Charlie Prince is always the right-hand man to the ‘king’ Ben Wade. For example, when Ben Wade first interacts with Dan Evans Charlie is the one who introduces him, which displays Wade’s power in the gang as the head. Charlie has also some more feminine characteristics or non-heterosexual masculine stereotypes associated with him. For example, he is considerably more unhinged and emotionally out of control than the other two main characters. He shows extreme and illogical devotion to Ben Wade when he tries to rescue him, and in the first interaction with another character apart from Ben Wade he is referred to as a ‘whore’. Prince’s unhinged devotion and emotional outbursts and seeming lack of control are all displays in opposition to typical ideal masculinity and can be seen often in some portrayals of women, and by association homosexual men. These traits are both displayed in the most villainous character that eventually gets his comeuppance by being killed in a tragic way. Even the name suggests that he is not a man; Charlie Prince is not yet the ‘king’.

There are only three women shown in this movie. The first we see is of Dan’s wife, who is the only one named and has most of the lines of the women. She is usually portrayed as a worrier and in constant conflict with Dan. She is a stay-at-home ‘house ranch’ wife who takes care of the kids. Another woman is the barmaid who is unnamed and is there in the beginning of the movie as a device to demonstrate certain characteristics and aspects of Ben Wade’s character. The final portrayal of a woman in the movie is an unnamed gunslinger who is only there for 2 seconds. This movie therefore does not pass the Bechdel test: for a movie to pass this test, two named female characters must talk to each other about something other than a man (FOGEL, 2020).

[bookmark: _Hlk98353525]The most prominent two characters in the movie are Dan Evans and Ben Wade. To explore the male gaze, the myth of masculinity and the interpretation by different audiences, it is important to examine their individual characters, their relationship from beginning to end, and the changes that occur. 
[bookmark: _Hlk98451798]Ben Wade’s character is the strong and silent type, usually portrayed in black which is a typical colour for villains or antiheroes (Spangler, 1992). He is on the opposite side of the moral law, but he does have some morals and standards that set him above a chaotic villain. Dan Evans is a rancher down on his luck. He is portrayed as quite dirty and unkempt, unwilling to engage in violence. He is usually emotionally collected, apart from when pushed about the relationship with his family. Both characters display extremely common features and characteristics associated with stereotypical masculine portrayals. The strong and silent type, with emotional control, unless the women are brought into it, as well as the common use of physical violence. These characteristics are something that male audiences might wish to associate with since they have been a common theme within the myth of masculinity (Donald 1992, Spangler 1992, Strate 1992). A desire to be like the men displayed, is an aspect of the male gaze (Laing, 2020, Saco 1992, Sassatelli 2011, Mulvey 1989). 
The first interaction between Dan Evans and Ben Wade is tense, which continues for most of the movie. The low-level tension between the two characters that tests their power boundaries and capabilities. This is not an uncommon theme, in a lot of military and Western movies the dynamics between men usually never show caring and contains a sort of ‘banter’ as the main way of communicating (Spangler, 1992). 
Though there is constant development throughout the movie both obvious and subtle, shown in the dialogue and subtext, the true shift in the relationship dynamic occurs towards the end. At the movie’s climax, the group that are left hole up in the hotel while they wait for the train to arrive. Wade’s gang finally catch up, adding to the tension. As usual Ben Wade is quite calm about the situation even though he is quite near the potential of prison; he tells Dan about his past, opening up emotionally, and proceeds to draw in a Bible. During the movie Wade has been seen drawing three times, first in the beginning in his character’s introduction and when he slept with the barmaid he draws her naked back, and then finally, he draws Dan sitting in a chair front facing and unaware. This could suggest a progression of the relationship in Ben Wade’s mind. The movie shows that Ben takes time to draw the things that he’s attracted to, but even more interesting is the dynamic between Wade’s second drawing, which is a woman facing away from him who is aware that she is being drawn, and Dan who is facing towards him but unaware. Both could be seen as the aspect of the male gaze, a type of desire for the subject. The picture of the woman is a much more stereotypical example of the male gaze as Laura Mulvey’s theories describe; it is a desire of feminine objects (Laing, 2020, Saco 1992, Sassatelli 2011, Mulvey 1989). The second is much more of a desire of the individual, emphasising the recognisable parts of Dan. Wade is attracted to both, but the barmaid is objectified whereas Dan, facing forward, is more of an equal, and this drawing suggests Wade’s attraction. About
Dan’s change occurs a little later, during the gunfight at the climax of the movie, with him being the only one left, but Ben confronts Dan about this foolish act of bravery. Then Dan opens up to Ben about his past in the army, he states that he feels like a failure because he was never in a real fight. This displays one of Dan’s important characteristics, that he feels that he has done nothing to earn the respect of others. Ben Wade understands why Dan is so determined to do this foolish and heroic act and decides to help Dan in completing the task. The reason for Dan to suddenly admit to his past so-called shame, could be interpreted in a way that is recognising that Ben Wade does not know the reason why Dan does the things he does. The confession could be a display of Dan’s desire to be understood by Wade. Now that both have been emotionally vulnerable and honest about their past and themselves, the relationship has lost the air of tension that it had during the entire movie. The development of the relationship could be read in many ways, but is primarily displayed perhaps intentionally and received as a platonic male to male understanding, that could be considered friendship. This is not an uncommon theme in films that are more geared towards male audiences and are action heavy, it is quite common for the only time that men are seen as vulnerable to each other are in high stress situations, usually in combat, shown in most war movies and Westerns (Spangler 1992, Donald 1992). A thing to note is that most male friendships portrayed with emotional vulnerability and intimacy appear in comedy, unlike women who displayed as more emotional, in other genres (Spangler, 1992). This overt difference of both genders is most likely due to the negative association with what are considered female characteristics, among other things. As mentioned before, the myth of masculinity, that is so permeated in the patriarchal culture does not recognise emotional vulnerability and emotional instability as being a positive, especially for men. The reason why women are most likely portrayed as more emotional is because characteristics of femininity are usually created and defined as oppositional to the male ideal. This creates this stark difference in portrayals of the genders and is also the reason why comedies, a more relaxed genre, are more likely to betray emotional vulnerability.
[bookmark: _Hlk98452022][bookmark: _Hlk98692314]Another way of reading this subtext alludes to the potential of a romantic relationship between the male characters. This might be seen as a stretch for most heterosexual audiences and perhaps is, when viewed against more typical romantic movies. However, this is different for queer individuals who know the subtext of specific genres which include the cowboy western, and whose individual interpretation lies differently from the intended heteronormative male gaze (PIONTEK, 2012). The subculture of gay men and cowboys is not a new phenomenon but has been a part of the reading of Westerns, this is more overtly displayed in the movie Brokeback Mountain (2005) (PIONTEK, 2012). It is also not uncommon for many individuals that identify as queer to emphasise and acknowledge subtext that might be unintentional (Piontek, 2021). This subtext is mostly recognised because of the lack of media produced for those who do not fit into the heteronormative ideal (Piontek, 2021). The female and queer audience could provide a different perspective of the identity of relationships. This could also be an acknowledgement of a more subtle subtext because they value more emotional complexity in its characters that is not just surface level. In a sense there many ways to look at art.

The habits and practices by the heteronormative patriarchal society impact many different individuals. However, though they are not recognised in the media frequently, if at all, people who are apart from heteronormativity can still interpret their own views and thoughts of a film. To recognise multiple different ways of looking is essential to one’s own understanding of other people; this is not encouraged in heteronormative society’s own displays of media. The ways that the myth of masculinity has been produced and shown are not only damaging to the individuals that are unrecognised or used as objects of desire in the male gaze, but are damaging and unrealistic attributes to repeatedly display in a favourable light to the young individuals that have the same identification and relate to them. The lack of emotional depth that is unrecognised either by the movie or by the audience can be a concerning lack of recognition of emotion or subtext. In truth the concerning thing is the casual unawareness of many different tropes which are seen as normalised, as it can be harmful for one’s self-image (Donald, 1992). This is not an uncommon occurrence in many different movies, especially even the ones that are most enjoyable, but to understand the different tropes, what they mean, and where they come from, is important to be aware of, even to the casual moviegoer. 

3:10 to Yuma was clearly not trying to be anything avant-garde and was probably just intended as a remake of a classic western for the heteronormative audience, however different interpretations could be made, including a queer reading, thereby making it a movie that more audiences could enjoy.
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