‘Hostiles’ and Hollywood’s Untold Story
Hollywood’s recent attempt to depict Frontier life captures the reality of
“hostiles” shooting various weapons at one another, but the real history is more
interesting, Jada Thacker explains in this essay.

By Jada Thacker
A theatrical poster for the recent American Western movie “Hostiles” depicts its
principal characters – a Frontier widow, a hardboiled Indian fighter, and an
Indian chief – with a helpful blurb stating the story’s theme with the subtlety
of a striking rattlesnake: “We are all hostiles.”
Some critics think the movie somehow ought to have been a different one – that
it should have included a bit more of this, or a bit less of that…whatever.
Maybe they have a point. Though it hardly seems fair to ding “Hostiles” for
being an imperfect example of the ideal Frontier fantasy.
But it is fair to criticize a movie for being a perfect example of a movie genre
that consistently ignores the most essential themes of the American Frontier.
“Hostiles” succeeds brilliantly as the latest addition to a very long list of
movies that focus laser-like attention on hostile Frontier characters, rather
than on the consequences of Frontier hostility.
The American Frontier was not, as Hollywood formerly portrayed it, merely a
canvas background prop for a violent soap box drama starring Cowboys & Indians –
or, as more recently re-imagined, an ethnic melodrama featuring white Bad Guys
versus Noble Indian resistance.
Nor can the American Frontier be considered a particularly hostile place without
expunging from history the slaughter-grounds of Cannae, Verdun, Stalingrad, or
even America’s own Gettysburg – each of which produced more bloated corpses than
any number of Wild Wests. In an encyclopedia of human violence, the massacres at
the Little Bighorn and Wounded Knee would be relegated to a footnote.
Yet, the significance of the American Frontier endures. William Faulkner was not
referring to the Frontier experience when he said, “The past is never dead. It’s
not even past,” but he was right.
Unacknowledged by the silver screen, contemporary America remains as hostile as
it ever was to the Frontier dwellers of tee-pees, log cabins, wigwams, or army
outposts. Every American today who rages at corrupt and incompetent government,
who counts out their pennies for rent or mortgage, or who despairs of the
growth-driven, mechanized rape of the American landscape can thank the American

Frontier experience for their trouble.
Frontier Anarchy
No government existed in North America at the time of European contact. The
societies that pre-existed there lived in a condition of anarchy.
Although the term “anarchy” is used casually to denote a condition of chaos, it
literally refers only to a society without government (from the Greek: a
[without] + archy [rulers]). Anarchy is the voluntary self-organization of
people without the use of authoritative force. Thus, anarchy does not denote an
absence of social order, but only the absence of a forcible social order.
Anarchy is not an exception to human organization, but the rule – if we can
forgive the pun. All non-governmental organizations are anarchic, voluntary
associations: sports teams, business entities, civic groups, church
congregations, trade unions, symphony orchestras, and marriages included.
American Indian societies had thrived just so without authoritative force for
some 20,000 years before Europeans appeared to set things straight.
Immediately upon European arrival, the Frontier materialized as a lethal No
Man’s Land where the alien hierarchical order of government clashed
catastrophically with indigenous anarchy. At issue was not just the survival of
hostile individuals, but the survival of fundamentally hostile political
cultures.
Unlike anarchy, government has nothing to do with the voluntary selforganization of society. Nobody ever volunteers to be arrested, pay fines, go to
jail, or be executed – or pay the taxes necessary for doing so to others. And no
such elements of coercion existed in North America prior to the importation of
European authoritarianism. (When so-called “democratic government” later
purported to banish British tyranny, it made certain to keep prisons and capital
punishment intact.)
Moviegoers, no less than movie-makers and history textbooks, blithely assume
that Indian leaders wielded the same authority as did government officials in
white society. Not so. Indians had no officials because they had no offices.
Indian chiefs led by example and inspiration only; they possessed no more
coercive ability than a scoutmaster or a captain of a football team.
In any event, Indians had no written laws that begged enforcement. Anarchic
political culture does not depend on the enforcement of rules and regulations,
but upon free consent to them. A Wikipedia article summarizes the Abenaki
people’s consensual customs:

“Group decision-making was done by a consensus method. The idea is that every
group (family, band, tribe, etc.) must have equal say, so each group would elect
a spokesperson. Each smaller group would send the decision of the group to an
impartial facilitator.
“If there was a disagreement, the facilitator would tell the groups to discuss
again. In addition to the debates, there was a goal of total understanding for
all members. If there was not total understanding, the debate would stop until
there was understanding.
“When the tribal members debate issues, they consider the Three Truths: Peace:
Is this preserved? Righteousness: Is it moral? Power: Does it preserve the
integrity of the group?
“These truths guide all group deliberations, and the goal is to reach a
consensus. If there is no consensus for change, they agree to keep the status
quo.”
Not all Indian self-organization was this formal, but it all was intensely
democratic. The hierarchical European political culture which ruled by indelible
law, dictated by police and military forces and financed by forcible taxation,
decidedly was not.
The collision of anarchy and government in America was not a melodramatic
struggle between “good” and “evil.” But it did involve a spiritual choice –
between a circle and a pyramid.
The Indian way was represented by a circle or hoop, symbolized physically by the
Puebloan people’s kiva, a circular, ceremonial meeting place. The Lakota and
other tribes conceived of universal order as a hoop. The symbolic meaning is one
of balance and equality, with each member of society located equidistant from a
common core. Indian leaders did not occupy the position of “top dog” or “king of
the hill” but as central mediators among equals.
In contrast, all civilizations – including the white civilization that hovered
in the wings of the Frontier stage – are pyramidal structures. In pyramidal
culture, authority resides at the apex and flows only downward, forcibly if
necessary. While pyramidal culture was not unique to the colonizing European
culture of the day – Ancient Egyptians and Aztecs expressed their pyramidal
culture in stone, just as current organization charts express our pyramids on
paper – it was utterly foreign to the Indian consciousness.
So-called “Indian Nations” were conceptual fallacies that did not in fact exist.
Even the famous Iroquois League, or Haudenosaunee, was not an example of “Indian
government” and certainly not of pyramidal structure. It was a decentralized,

voluntary confederacy – a hooplike “League of Peace” (ca.1140 – 1784) of its six
constituent tribes – not a hierarchical command-and-control structure that
dominated Indian society.
Frontier Economics
Lest the Right-Libertarians among us applaud too loudly the absence of Big
Government (or any government) in Indian society, the central conflict between
white and red men (a term Indians used to describe themselves) was a contest
between individualistic vs. collective property rights.
To be clear, Indians had a keen sense of territorial sovereignty. But this did
not include personal property ownership, which was both unknown and an anathema
to the Indian way. T.R Fehrenbach, a notable commentator on Frontier culture and
author of the encyclopedic Comanches: The History of a People, put it simply:
“Hypocrisy was perhaps inevitable in a people [whites] who convinced themselves
that they were creating something new in the New World, while actually carrying
out the most primordial form of conquest.”
But then he adds:
“Amerindians resisted all sincere imitation of their conquerors. Broken warriors
refused to become economic men, to accept the concept of private property or the
discipline of incessant labor.”
Quite frankly, the Comanche people (the Nermernuh) of whom Fehrenbach spoke were
without doubt the most rapacious Indians that whites ever encountered. (Other
Indians were intimidated by them, too, and for good reason, a point “Hostiles”
duly observes.) Alongside hunting buffalo, raiding and stealing constituted the
raison d’etre of their predatory society.
In fact, hostility and theft generally characterized Indian between-group
behavior both before and after European arrival; they did not need the presence
of whites to justify their elevation of lethal larceny to an art form. By the
same token, European pioneers needed no particular excuse to exterminate
Indians, or each another, while committing Grand Theft Continent.
Ironically, armed robbery was the primary economic activity whites and Indians
shared in common. “Making a killing” by “hostile takeovers” of others’ property
is not a new pony trick invented by corporate raiders.
But the ruthless exploitation of one’s own kinsmen and their resources is
something else. This was as unthinkable to tribal peoples as it was premeditated
by the bringers of civilization. The privatization of shared resources proved to

be the profound and irreconcilable issue that separated the two peoples’
concepts of economic justice.
Even in abject defeat, Indians never shared the whites’ notion that the land’s
resources could, or should, be monopolized as private property. Since Indians
perceived themselves essentially as children of the Earth, private ownership of
land made no more sense to them than a child claiming to own its parents.
Unlike whites, the Indian concept of territory was communal. What they possessed
in common they defended in common. Their view of communal property rights flowed
naturally from their egalitarian culture, which did not tolerate landlords or
economic class distinctions.
Within any Indian band, no privileged economic class could exist simply because
there was no hierarchical power structure to sustain one. Since no Indian had
the power to control the food supply of another, they were liberated at birth
from the private monopolization of the “means of production.” Possession of
property was not justified by individual privilege but was their common
birthright.
Thus, Indian society was devoid of both private property and the State. This is
inconvenient news for today’s Marxists and Right-Libertarians, alike.
Indian society repudiated the Right-Libertarian (anarcho-capitalist) notion that
individual liberty requires the sanctity of private property ownership. No
humans have exercised more individual liberty, nor owned less private property,
than American Indians. Ownership of private property – which cannot and does not
exist in the absence of government-sanctioned privilege – would not have
conferred any liberty to Indians they did not already possess.
At the other end of the economic spectrum, Indian society also belied the
Marxian notion that economics is determined to evolve from capitalism, through
socialism, to the ideal of communism. In reality, American Indians had beat Marx
to the punchline 20,000 years before he set pen to paper.
In modern parlance, Indians were communists long before communism was cool.
Contemporary Indians may disavow Marx as an industrial materialist with no
respect for their spiritual way; that doesn’t mean their people were not
original communists, but only that they are not Marxists.
Marx was the latecomer – and then he got it all backwards. The American Frontier
experience graphically demonstrated that humanity was not advancing toward a
stateless, economic Utopia but was rooting out and laying waste to prehistoric
communism wherever it still persisted.

All “isms” aside, reality reveals that whoever exercises effective ownership of
a place rules it for their benefit. First and foremost, the Frontier was a place
of a hostile and involuntary transfer of economic property from communal Indian
ownership into the itchy palms of the private white owners who usually stood at
the apex of an authoritarian pyramid.
Frontier Ecology
Pre-contact Indians lived in Stone Age societies. They possessed no metal
implements, and the highest level of tool technology available to them employed
only stone, bone, and clay.
In Stone Age Economics, Marshall Sahlins famously referred to Stone Age people
as the “original affluent society” – not because they possessed much material
wealth, but rather because they required so little and because their modest
needs were so readily fulfilled when compared to the far greater requirements of
us Moderns.
On the other hand, we would be mistaken to believe Indians were conscious
“environmentalists.” Like any society, theirs took from nature what was needed
for survival. Stone Age people had no reason to conserve that which was beyond
their power to despoil.
As Sahlins “original affluence” implies, the trick to achieving environmental
sustainability does not lie in not taking what is needed, but in not needing to
take more than the environment can afford. “What the environment can afford” is
known in ecology-speak as carrying capacity.
More formally stated, carrying capacity is the ability of the environment to
sustain a given population of organisms indefinitely. “Sustain” usually means
“to feed” and “indefinitely” simply means “with no end in sight.” Thus, a given
number of organisms that continues to live (and reproduce) within the means of
its food-energy supply is “ecologically sustainable.”
In any event, “living sustainably” should not be conceptualized as “living in
harmony with nature.” Nature is not a Barbershop Quartet. Nature is nothing if
not a relentless, biological gang fight encompassing every organism on the
planet. Each organism will lose the fight eventually, only to decompose into the
itinerant molecules from which it was temporarily pasted together.
In fact, the natural danse macabre preserves ecological balance at the expense
of harmony. Any cosmic harmony on the American Frontier, existed only under the
influence of mezcal and peyote.
Moreover, just because an organism manages to survive individually does not

imply that it lives in a sustainable society. Sustainability requires that a
given number of organisms must be able to survive indefinitely. No environmental
carrying capacity can sustain too many needy organisms, or even a few organisms
that consume more food-energy than the environment can replace.
By any measure, however, American Indians had been living sustainably for
millennia before Europeans waded ashore with their metallurgy, animal husbandry,
intensive agriculture, literacy – and their marked tendency toward epidemic
plagues, famine, industrialized warfare, and commercial-grade slavery. Upon
arrival, the benighted invaders found practically nothing to remind them of
their ecologically stressed homelands, which they had abandoned.
Nowhere in America did the colonizers find the privation, starvation, social
depravity, and ecological wastage that characterized their soil-ravaged and
forest-denuded homeland. Having accidentally stumbled upon a Stone Age
population that lived sustainably, civilized Europeans set about at once to
destroy it, as they had done at home. Indeed, had Europeans possessed a
sustainable culture, they would not have needed to ditch their depleted
continent in search of lootable resources elsewhere.
The supreme irony of the Old-World invasion was that Europeans never realized
the “savages” inhabiting the Americas were practically identical to their own
ancestors, though a couple of hundred generations removed. Ecologically, the
European invasion did not represent the wave of the future, but a retrogression
to their own Edenic past.
The environmental devastation that had taken several thousand years to
accomplish in Europe was replicated in three centuries in the Americas. Such was
the price and the speed of the “progress” achieved on the American Frontier.
Frontier Armageddon
The Frontier did not disappear just because the westward movement had run out of
geographical space, its few Indian survivors having been herded into open-air
prisons. Rather, the Frontier itself was destroyed by the westward migration of
the Industrial Revolution – a truly monstrous creation of unrelenting factory
toil, rolling on steel rails, powered by steam, and financed by perpetual human
servitude to debt.
The terminal theme of the Frontier was not to be man’s conquest of nature, or
even of man’s conquest of other men, but instead the industrial conquest of
humanity. Metastasizing far beyond the “primordial form of conquest” of Indians
by hypocritical whites, this final act of destruction was so complete that not
even whites survived it.

A Stone Age world bound by blood kinship, loyalty, courage, intuition and
revenge was within a single lifetime displaced by the depersonalized tyranny of
contract law, freight schedules, time zones, taxes, universal debt and ‘no
trespassing’ signs. Proud Indian warriors, brave Texas Rangers, indomitable
pioneer sod-busters – all alike swept away only to be reincarnated by
industrialized karma as sweatshop wage-slaves, coal mining troglodytes, and
corporate lackeys.
After this cataclysm, we can rely on Hollywood to remind us now and again that
the Frontier was where some hostile hombres ran amok shooting various weapons at
one another – as if that is not the daily fare of modern-day America. The
theatrical poster blurb “We are all hostiles” could be a permanent contemporary
subtitle to American civilization.
But the American Frontier was not a blurb or a subtitle. It was a war that raged
westward for 300 years before its place was lost to history. Yet, the ultimate
loss of the Frontier was not by those fortunate few who once lived within the
warzone; the greater loss was to those unfortunate multitudes who were fated to
live thereafter without it. And that would be us.
Possibly lost to us forever has been our egalitarian self-determination, our
common possession of the means of survival, our ecological sustainability, and
our sense of the primacy of personal human worth. These hallmarks of human
society have been eradicated so thoroughly that even celluloid fables of our own
history betray hardly a trace of their multi-millennial existence. Unwilling to
recall such a way of life, we retell only tales of hostility that surrounded its
death.
But lest old acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind, Americans
everywhere now commemorate the first day of each calendar month with a nagging
sense of loss – as befits the date on which the rent is due in this erstwhile
Land of the Free.
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