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1. INTRODUCTION 

In 1985 American author Cormac McCarthy published Blood Meridian, a novel that 

deals with the adventures of a group of scalphunters in the years after the Mexican- 

American war (1846-1848). The story is set against the backdrop of the conquest of the 

West, a momentous and still relevant process that has acquired quasi-mythical 

dimensions throughout history and that is undoubtedly embedded in the United States’ 

national consciousness. It is the purpose of this BA dissertation to show the different  

mechanisms employed by Cormac McCarthy to deconstruct conventional Western 

narratives that glorify and sanction the Westward expansion as a courageous endeavor 

that shaped the American nation, hence underplaying the more devastating and 

pernicious side of this chapter of America’s imperialistic undertakings. To that end, I 

will argue that McCarthy contests the main tenets of the crucial 1893 “Frontier Thesis” 

proposed by Frederick Jackson Turner, in particular the depiction of American colonial 

expansion as a source of progress and democratic development; likewise, I will contend 

that, in Blood Meridian, McCarthy aligns himself with the ideas of New Western 

Historians that offer a revisionist perspective of the country’s past. 

This dissertation is divided into three sections. The first section offers a 

theoretical framework that delves into the importance of the frontier myth in forging 

America’s identity. This part explores Turner’s quintessential essay “The Significance 

of the Frontier in American History” which appeared at the end of the nineteenth century 

and that, for many decades, was hailed as the ultimate validation of American 

exceptionalism. The essay is characterized by a melancholic tone that seems to sanction 

the imperialist drive of the country by presenting it as the natural fulfillment of the 

United States’ inherent potential. In this first section, too, I examine the crucial role of 

New Western Historians in debunking and problematizing the bucolic image of the 

conquest of the West upheld by Turner and other like-minded historians. In addition, 

this first section is devoted to exploring Cormac McCarthy’s oeuvre as well as the 

author’s relevance in popular culture and the academic world. The theoretical 

framework section is followed by an analysis of McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. This 

analysis revolves around two distinct aspects of the novel’s deconstructing strategies; on 

the one hand, the historical revisionism that appears to drive the story forward and that  

influences the portrayal of the American West that the author brings to the fore. On the 

other hand, McCarthy’s raw and stark depiction of the foundational ideology that
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underpinned and fueled America’s venture into unknown Western territories: Manifest 

Destiny. Finally, a conclusion containing a summary of the most relevant findings of the 

dissertation is also provided. 

In order to carry out this dissertation I will use Cormac McCarthy’s Blood 

Meridian as the primary source and main focal point. The secondary sources used to 

support the ideas that I will put forward and to provide readers with the necessary 

background knowledge will involve numerous books, essays, and academic articles, 

chief among them being Frederick Jackson Tuner’s essay “The Significance of the 

Frontier in American History” (1893) and Patricia Nelson Limerick’s book The Legacy 

of Conquest (1987), which inaugurated the field of New Western Historicism. The aim 

of this paper is to contribute with a new addition to the ample collection of literary 

studies that have strived to offer different readings and analyses of McCarthy’s works. In 

recent years, the United States has faced the menacing revival of pernicious nationalist  

ideologies as a result, to a large extent, of Donald Trump’s presidency (2017-2021). The 

Trump administration is responsible for implementing a political agenda characterized 

by a marked racial and xenophobic rhetoric that has fueled extremely fierce 

manifestations of chauvinism by galvanizing the most radical segments in American 

society. In light of these events, I believe that it is important not to lose sight of the 

historical and cultural context in which the pivotal conquest of the West took place, of 

the problematic role played by many Anglos during the nineteenth century along the US- 

Mexican border, and of the harsh reality that lies behind the hackneyed myth of 

America’s expansion. This is precisely what this dissertation intends to do and why I 

consider it to be a necessary and relevant study. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
2.1. The Troubling Myth of the Frontier in American History 

 

In 1893, Wisconsinite historian Frederick Jackson Turner addressed the American 

Historical Association in Chicago and delivered a speech that has since been regarded 

as the bedrock of American historiography: “The Significance of the Frontier in 

American History.” Throughout his presentation, Turner aimed at revising previous 

misconceptions surrounding the foundational tenets of the political, social, and 

economic fabric of the country; in addition, he stressed the need to recognize a true 

American identity, a renewed character free from the constraints of its European 

legacies and imbued with the mythical and legendary features etched onto the Western 

frontier. According to the historian, the spark that had set in motion the development of 

the American nation, with all its complexities and entanglements, could be located 

along the country’s Westward expansion (1829-1870). This monumental undertaking 

had, in Turner’s view, served to define the purpose, moral compass, and guiding 

principles that would shape not only the United States of America but also the citizens’ 

consciousness: “The true point of view in the history of this nation is not the Atlantic 

coast, it is the Great West” (Turner, 1893, 3). 

The aforementioned speech came at a watershed moment in which the seemingly 

endless Western boundary line, whose relentless pursuit had driven the country forward, 

had ceased to exist. According to the U.S. Census Bureau of 1890, it had vanished and 

with it the nation’s main propelling-force and backbone. This fact is what prompted 

Turner’s desire to set the record straight and pay homage to what, in his mind, was the 

main reason behind America’s exceptionalism: the frontier. At the core of his thesis lies 

the intention to dispel conventional lines of inquiry that had linked America’s progress 

with the repetition of the Old World patterns and schemes. Turner adamantly rejects the 

previously accepted Germanic “germ theory” that deprived frontiersmen and pioneers 

from any agency and presented them as the result of cultural transmission emanating 

from their European counterparts. According to this premise, the seeds of European 

culture planted in American soil had given rise to the country’s institutions and moral 

character. In opposition, the historian put forward the idea that the frontier was a field of 

opportunity, not a tangible geographical area but rather a more ethereal, mythical one 

where European characteristics and traits are broken down in order to forge something
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new, something uniquely American. As Greg Grandin has put it, “[i]t went from 

identifying a military front or a national border to indicating a way of life” (2019, 64). 

The “Frontier Thesis” presents a romanticized version of the United States’ 

historical past, one in which the settlement of the West is characterized by a continuous 

confrontation between savagery and civilization, and that clash is materialized in the 

frontier. It is precisely this constant exposure to the wilderness that brings about the 

transformation within those pioneers that are of European descent. In the end, the 

ceaseless contacts between these opposing forces spawn a new breed of individuals with 

unique and distinctive idiosyncrasies; namely, American ones. When referring to the 

figure of the pioneer, Turner stated that “little by little he transforms the wilderness, but 

the outcome is not the old Europe [;] the fact is, that here is a new product that is 

American” (1893, 4). His thesis presents the colonising enterprise as the ultimate 

expression of human development; civilisation unveils itself through the unabated 

advancement of the American frontiersmen and the subsequent annihilation of all 

opposing forces that come their way. Trying to suppress the tempting lure that the 

frontier exercises over the pioneer would be to no avail, since that incessant pull is 

deeply engrained into the essence of the nation. In Grandin’s words, “the nation’s sense 

of morality became dependent on outward movement: the virtuous commonweal was 

defined as expansion and the common woe as anything that stood in the way of 

expansion” (2019, 96). 

Turner suggested that the proper way to understand the country’s development  

was by studying the impact of the frontier on American institutions. The inherent 

characteristics of the West, its vastness, openness, and apparent limitless resources, 

provided the perfect ground for the blossoming of democratic and egalitarian values: it 

was, in Turner’s view, the settlers’ constant exposition to strenuous and demanding 

ventures that fostered the growth of soon-to-be essential American principles such as 

individualism, self-reliance, and independence. Therefore, the frontier and its constant 

renewal by those ceaselessly bringing civilisation into “savage” territories were an 

undeniable democratizing force; those enmeshed in its tantalizing prospects had to 

develop tools for governance, set the basis for the preservation of rights and freedoms, 

and establish cooperative and commercial outlets. According to Turner, each time 

civilisation is rebuilt and recreated in the West it becomes more democratic, more 

grounded in the needs of the people and focused on enhancing their liberties. In turn, the 
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Federal Government and all its ramifications are constantly being refashioned in order to 

match the exceptional and attractive qualities of the democratic Western values 

galvanized by the frontier, thus establishing a true evolutionary process. 

It is also necessary to acknowledge that Turner’s claims relied on one of 

America’s most groundbreaking and foundational political doctrines: that of Manifest 

Destiny. According to this cultural belief, the United State’s right to move Westward 

and annex all the territories encountered was God-ordained. The term was first coined in 

1845 by John L. O’Sullivan in the essay “Annexation,” published in the 

newspaper United States Magazine and Democratic Review. O’ Sullivan wrote his 

essay in the context of the annexation of Texas by the United States and he specifically 

took issue with the interference of some European countries in the process; namely, 

Britain and France. He believed that such foreign interventions were intended on 

“limiting our greatness and checking the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to 

overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly 

multiplying millions” (O’Sullivan, 1845, 6). Manifest Destiny and its imperialistic 

connotations were rapidly embraced and used as a mantra in the expansionistic drive of 

the country. This was particularly evident during the so-called Mexican-American war 

(1846-1848) at the end of which the United States had appropriated more than one half 

of  Mexico’s former territories. 

In summary, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” presents 

the West “as a process, as an endless frontier, as a story of mobility, freedom, and 

individual heroes” (Río Raigadas, 2004, 194). Turner argues that this vast expanse 

serves as an assimilating force that simultaneously shatters distinctness and forges a 

singular American character, manifestly different from the yoke of its English ties. 

Moreover, the historian claims that it is in the frontier where the country’s democratic 

tenets originate and from where they spread towards the rest of nation. The Westward 

expansion is presented as a civilising mission, an exercise of individual freedom that 

contains the true essence of the American experience. 

In spite of its initial appeal and its undeniable relevance as a cornerstone of 

American historiography, Turner’s thesis was also met with criticism in the years after 

its original publication. Some of the backlash started around the first half of the 

twentieth century and it targeted the staple of individualism promoted by the mythical
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frontier. Walter Weyl, a writer and leading figure of the Progressive movement in the 

country, argued in 1912 that one of the biggest hindrances America was facing was its 

inability to fight for the common good of its citizens and to start seeing them as social 

beings. This shortcoming limited the capacity of the nation to overcome some its most 

pernicious inequities; namely, racism, ample wage disparities, and rampant political and 

economic corruption. The emphasis on the self promoted by the Frontier Thesis had, in 

Weyl’s view, turned into a more egotistical conception of what the nation should be like 

and to whom its riches should be catered: “[t]he open continent intoxicated the 

American. It gave him an enlarged view of self. It dwarfed the common spirit” (1912, 

36). In addition, as Patricia Limerick states in The Legacy of Conquest (1987), concerns 

also began to be raised about the way in which frontiersmen’s self-centered perspectives 

had resulted in the depletion of resources, the destruction of natural environments, and 

the disregard for other Western dwellers. 

In the following decades, a renewed wave of Western history began its march 

down the path of disassociation and detachment from Turnerian ideas. Much of this 

rejection focused on the way traditional historical disciplines had canonized the Frontier 

Thesis and hailed it as incontestable, as if all there was to know about the West was 

contained in it. Turner had unified the chapter of Westward expansionism in American 

history under the concept of the frontier: he had placed it in time and defined who its 

participants had been. As a result, according to the dissenting voices, the Westward 

expansion had been oversimplified: “Turner was, to put it mildly, ethnocentric and 

nationalistic” (Limerick, 1987, 21). The Wisconsinite’s focal point had irrefutably lain 

upon English-speaking Caucasian males who had settled agrarian environments; nothing 

more than utter disregard was left to the role that other races, genders, ethnicities, 

governments, political institutions, etc. had played in the development of different 

Western ecosystems. During the eighties and nineties a new school of thought 

concerned about these issues arose: the New Western Historians.1 Their main intention 

was to defy the single, master narrative upheld by Turner and his followers, and to 

create a multi-layered view of the West; one that could integrate all the voices, 

perspectives, and angles that had been previously silenced. 

 

 
1 New Western Historians’ ideas started to gain momentum with the publication of Patricia Nelson 

Limerick’s book The Legacy of Conquest in 1987, and with the “Trails: Towards a New Western 

History ” conference held in Santa Fe in 1989. Other leading scholars in the field include Richard White, 

Donald Worster, and William Cronon. 
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Despite their different approaches and lines of inquiry, these innovative and 

unorthodox scholars coincide in their desire to unearth and expose “the complex legacy 

of conquest” (Limerick, 1987, 258). The use of the word “conquest” immediately 

separates New Western Historians from Turner and his postulations; the latter never 

spoke of such a term due to its negative nuances and turned instead to its whitewashed 

analogue: “settlement,” which conjures up much more bucolic and romantic tropes. In 

fact, those tropes constitute the type of pastoral imagery associated with the expansion 

across North America against which the New Historians rebel. Most of their efforts are 

geared toward dispelling conventional representations that portray the West as a large, 

empty wilderness where Anglo-Americans have the God-given right to roam about 

freely and the responsibility to tame and civilize. This new line of investigation calls into 

question that premise by de-centering white Americans from the core narrative structure 

and by shining a light on the experiences of other communities such as Native 

Americans, Hispanics, and Asians, among others, therefore stressing the cohabitation 

and constant entanglement that is essential to understanding the Western experience. 

The human interactions these historians take as their object of study are no 

longer ruled by traditional binary categories (insider vs outsider, good vs evil, etc.). 

Indeed, New Western Historians seek to provide a more complex and deeper insight; 

one that underscores the feebleness of the aforementioned binary oppositions and how 

easy it is for all individuals to cross the boundaries that separate them. Accordingly, in 

their scholarship the Westward expansion becomes “a process of cultural convergence, 

a constant competition and interaction –economic, political, cultural, and linguistic– 

among diverse peoples” (Brinkley, 1992: n.p.). The new scholars envision a process 

that did not end with the dissolution of the frontier in the late nineteenth century but on 

the contrary continues to evolve through time and to present new challenges and 

opportunities to its inhabitants. They also stand in contrast to long-established historical 

representations that depicted pioneers’ endeavours in the West as a staple of heroism, 

morality, and individualism; instead, they choose not to turn a blind eye to other 

coexisting realities (land takings, genocide, racism, etc.) that give form to a rather gritty 

and bleak portrayal of dispossession and ruthless violence. 

Nonetheless, their efforts strive not to assign blame or point fingers at culprits 

but rather to offer a comprehensive view of the eclectic array of participants that
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contributed to the American West and how their interactions have shaped the area and 

evolved through time. Their scholarship raises questions like these: Should frontiersmen 

be considered truly self-sufficient beings despite the Federal Government’s involvement 

in the removal of Native Americans and the clearing up of large natural areas for their 

settlement? Is there a way of overcoming fixed stereotypes that undeniably accompany 

the cast of characters associated with Western mythology? Wouldn’t it be more accurate 

to present the West as a tangible, geographical area full of three-dimensional, complex 

human beings rather than as an ethereal endless frontier populated by clichéd 

caricatures? These are some of the questions that New Western Historians concern 

themselves with. Consequently, their goal is to offer a fresh perspective, one that 

problematises Turner’s proposal by rejecting his dogmatic facts and by creating room for 

multifaceted analyses and responses. 

 

 
 

2.2. The West in Cormac McCarthy’s Novels 

Blood Meridian is a 1985 novel written by American author Cormac McCarthy that 

deals with the adventures of a group of scalp hunters in the years after the Mexican- 

American War (1846-1848). The novel chronicles the descent into madness and the 

degeneration experienced by the party as they massacre Native Americans and others 

along the border between Mexico and the United States. The novel marks the author’s 

first incursion into the American West, a setting he will revisit on various occasions2 

throughout his writing career. Blood Meridian tackles and expands themes that are of 

outmost importance in McCarthy’s oeuvre; namely, violence as an inescapable part of 

the human condition; lawlessness as a pervasive force that guides life in harsh and 

oppressive environments; and the ostracism and alienation under which many of his 

characters are forced to live. The novel was first met with skepticism and little attention 

by critics and readers alike. However, since its original release in the mid-eighties it has 

been revaluated, achieving the status of a seminal piece of contemporary fiction and 

marking a turning point for the author. 

 

 

 

 
2After Blood Meridian (1985) McCarthy continued exploring the possibilities afforded by the study of the 
American West. The Border Trilogy (1992-98) represents the zenith of that examination. In No Country 
for Old Men (2005) the author returned to these familiar landscapes by setting the plot in West Texas. 
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McCarthy began his career with the publication of The Orchard Keeper, his first 

novel, in 1965. He then went on to produce two works set in the Appalachian 

Mountains which shocked his readers by introducing taboo and incendiary topics. Outer 

Dark (1968) focuses on the incestuous relationship of two siblings and the son that is 

born as a consequence; this extreme event allows the author to explore moral dilemmas 

and biblical issues such as sin and guilt. For its part, Child of God (1973) presents an 

ever bleaker turn by following the steps of a murderous necrophile who dwells on caves 

and other natural places after being cast out of society. The novel anticipates 

McCarthy’s refusal to exercise any judgment on his characters’ actions and behaviors 

and to provide a rational explanation for them. He focuses instead on making readers 

reflect on the randomness inherent to human choices and on their own faults and 

blemishes. Suttree, released in 1971, includes many autobiographical references as it 

deals with the trials and tribulations of a man who gives up his comfortable life in order 

to become a fisherman. This life-changing decision prompts a reflection on isolation 

and self-determination. 

Following the publication of Blood Meridian in 1985, McCarthy embarked on 

one of his most ambitious projects to date: the Border Trilogy. This is an epic coming- 

of-age story expanded across three different novels that revolves around the lives of two 

characters, Grady Cole and Billy Parham, and their struggle to survive amidst the perils 

they encounter in the American Southwest and along the Mexican border. All the Pretty 

Horses (1992), The Crossing (1994), and Cities of the Plain (1998) constitute a trilogy 

that according to several scholars (Río Raigadas 2004; Younesi & Pirnajmuddin 2018) 

epitomizes the demise of the cowboy lifestyle in America. The novels manage to 

balance an undertone of despair and desolation that comes with the perceived end of the 

Western frontier with more humorous and light-hearted situations. 

McCarthy’s two last literary efforts include No Country for Old Men (2005) and 

The Road (2007). The former offers a stark portrayal of contemporary America, a 

country that has lost its moral compass and is plagued by corruption and greed. The 

novel delves into some of the author’s most recognizable interests; among them, the 

difficulty of maintaining justice and ethical standards within amoral societies. In 2007 

he published The Road, which earned him the Pulitzer Prize for fiction. The story 

presents a dystopian world that has been decimated by an unknown catastrophe leaving 

only a handful of humans alive who are competing for resources and survival.
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Following the perilous journey of a father and his son towards an unknown future, the 

novel hinges on issues such as perseverance, the disintegration of humanity, and family 

values. 

All in all, most of Cormac McCarthy’s literary works lend themselves to be used 

as insightful tools in the analysis of the idiosyncrasies, hierarchies and patterns that 

regulate life in the American West. Of special interest is the author’s unadorned and raw 

style, one that stands in opposition to the idealized mythification with which this subject 

matter had been previously treated in the works of writers such as Owen Winster and 

Fenimore Cooper, among others. McCarthy chooses to present the West as a place 

where conflicting desires collide, frequently resulting in vicious and brutal outcomes. 

The realities the author portrays avoid falling into trivial simplifications. On the 

contrary, they manage to bring to the fore previously marginal voices, experiences, and 

encounters that shaped the American nation. 

 

 
 

2.3. Cormac McCarthy’s Transcendence: In the Movies and in Academia 

Cormac McCarthy garnered critical recognition from the beginning of his writing 

career. In 1965, following the publication of his first novel, The Orchard Keeper, 

McCarthy received the prestigious American Academy of Arts and Letters Traveling 

Fellowship as well as a Rockefeller Foundation grant. These early acknowledgements 

helped him mitigate his financial struggles and paved the way for the pursuit of his 

literary endeavors. With the release of All the Pretty Horses (1992) came the National 

Book Award and the National Book Critics Circle Award which cemented McCarthy’s 

status as a critics’ favorite. However, popular success was more difficult to secure for 

the author and eluded him for quite some time. Readers’ appreciation for the American 

writer developed around the mid-eighties and he clearly became part of the cultural 

zeitgeist at the beginning of the twenty-first century due to Hollywood’s incipient 

interest in adapting some of his most notable works. 

In 2000, All the Pretty Horses became the first of Cormac McCarthy’s novels to 

be released as a feature film, directed by Billy Bob Thornton, and starring Matt Damon 

and Penélope Cruz. The adaptation was received with little enthusiasm and reaped mild 

reviews from critics who, in general, found fault with the screenplay’s quality arguing
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that whereas in the book “[the] narrative is as idiosyncratically textured as rawhide” the 

film script falls flat and “eaves chunks of dialogue from the page like clods of earth” 

(Schwarzbaum, 2000: n.p.). Things radically changed with Joel and Ethan Coen’s No 

Country for Old Men (2007), based on McCarthy’s homonymous novel. The film was 

unanimously hailed by critics and audiences alike and went on to receive a wide variety 

of accolades: among them, the coveted Academy Award for Best Picture and also Best 

Adapted Screenplay. Its success increased McCarthy’s readership significantly and 

prompted the development of a new filmic project based on one of his novels, that is, 

The Road. Directed by John Hillcoat, the film was released in 2009, receiving positive 

reviews from critics. The adaptation of Blood Meridian to the big screen has been 

discussed on several occasions through the years but to no avail for the moment. The 

complexity of its narrative style and its graphic, violent content seem to be behind the 

unsuccessful completion of the undertaking. 

In the world of academia Cormac McCarthy’s body-of-work has been a constant 

object of study. This has resulted in the creation of a significant amount of books, 

articles, dissertations and theses. For the purpose of this paper I will provide a brief 

account of some of the most notable publications coming from different Anglophone 

countries as well as from Spain, paying special attention to those works concerned with 

McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. In the United States, there stands out the work of several 

scholars. Steven Frye, a professor of writing and American literature at California State 

University (Bakersfield), published in 2012 Understanding Cormac McCarthy 

(Understanding Contemporary American Literature). Frye provides an in-depth 

analysis of all the works of Cormac McCarthy, delving into the complexities behind 

their aesthetics, narration structures, influences, and mythology. In 2008 American 

scholar and writer John Sepich released Notes on Blood Meridian: Revised and 

Expanded Edition. This seminal reference book aims at aiding readers in the, at times, 

daunting task of going through McCarthy’s novel. Sepich unearths the roots of the 

original story on which the novel is based, outlines the historical framework against 

which the plot is set, and offers various interpretations and explanations to the many 

complex themes laid out in the narration. In 1996, Dr. Dana Philips, from the University 

of Pennsylvania, published the journal article “History and the Ugly Facts of Cormac 

McCarthy’s Blood Meridian,” a piece that analyzes the various ways in which 

McCarthy’s novel complies with and at the same time strays from classical Western 

tropes. 
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In Spanish academia McCarthy’s novels have also been exhaustively examined. 

Particularly remarkable is the work of three scholars who throughout their academic 

lives have revisited the novels of the American author on multiple occasions. In 2010 

literary scholar Dr. Fernando Galván Reula contributed to a monographic issue of La 

Página with the essay “Metáforas y alegorías de la frontera: Cormac McCarthy” and an 

article which offers a compiled essential bibliography on the author, “Bibliografía 

básica de Cormac McCarthy.” Dr. Manuel Broncano Rodríguez, chair of the 

Department of Language and Literature at the Texas A&M International University in 

Laredo (Texas), has penned several articles concerning the different ecosystems that 

constitute the American South West. Broncano Rodríguez’ interest in this subject matter 

has led him to explore the work of Cormac McCarthy in detail. Included in his body-of- 

work, the essay “Cormac McCarthy’s Grotesque Allegory in Blood Meridian,” 

published in 2008, takes issue with the allegorical scope of the novel and tries to unravel 

the many connotations that can be derived from it. In 2004, Dr. David Río Raigadas, 

professor of American Literature at the University of the Basque Country, published the 

essay “Cormac McCarthy’s Borderlands: A Challenge to a Mythic Construct of the 

American West,” an innovative revisionist study that linked McCarthy’s Blood Meridian 

with the core ideas that underpinned New Western Historians’ doctrines. Río Raigadas 

stresses the novel’s desire to depart from canonical Turnerian representations of the 

Westward expansion in order to offer its readers a more complex portrayal. 

To conclude, it is undeniable that Cormac McCarthy has succeeded in capturing 

the imagination of readers and critics alike for over five decades. The American writer 

has managed to resonate with a large body of fervent supporters that have reveled in the 

opportunity to delve into his dexterous and vibrant literary craftsmanship. The complex 

and bewildering nature that is inherent to McCarthy’s novels has urged scholars all over 

the world to embark on a formidable quest to grasp the essence that lies at the core of 

his work. His narrative thrust has proven efficient even beyond books, thus the filmic 

adaptations spawned from his original creations have, for the most part, been received 

with enthusiasm and warm praise. It is not always easy for artists to strike a chord with 

their intended audience and yet McCarthy’s trademark, an unadorned, stark, and often 

violent style continues to enthrall those who dare venture into the corners of his 

imagination. 

https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=3346995
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=3346995
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/articulo?codigo=3346995
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3. ANALYSIS 

 
3.1. “A Fevered Dream.” Historical Revisionism in Cormac McCarthy’s 

Blood Meridian 

There is a passage in Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian in which the members of the 

vicious Glanton gang come across five wagons ablaze in the middle of the desert near 

the Mexican border with the United States. Scattered across this apocalyptic scene rest 

the slaughtered corpses of several men who have been gruesomely mutilated. The 

narrator informs us that this carnage is not the work of malevolent Native Americans 

but rather of white men who ambush travelers, rob them, and then murder them with 

unimaginable cruelty trying to camouflage their actions as perpetrated by Native 

Americans. In this context, Judge Holden, one of McCarthy’s vilest, most ruthless, and 

enigmatic characters, ponders on the role of witnesses in historical accounts. In one of 

his many cryptic monologues, Holden underscores the pivotal place that onlookers 

occupy when it comes to assembling the foundational underpinnings that constitute 

stories. Eyewitnesses’ first-hand accounts are of outmost importance, since their reports 

allow their listeners to have their own reckonings and derive their own conclusions. 

After all, in his words, “what could be said to occur unobserved?” (McCarthy, 1985, 

161). 

McCarthy’s detached and at times clinical narrative style positions the narrator 

as a witness that scrutinizes everything around them in order to offer a complete, 

layered, and blunt portrayal of the depicted events. The author refuses to exercise any 

direct moral judgment upon his characters or their frequently dubious moral deeds. 

Instead, McCarthy leaves that task to his readers, who are forced to come face to face 

with chilling and disturbing situations that are not only thought-provoking but also 

aimed at revising canonical narratives. This is a subtle yet highly efficient technique 

with which Blood Meridian “savagely destroys the myth of progress that legitimated the 

Westward expansion, and with it […] the tradition of the Western that developed from 

[it]” (Pughe, 1994, 372). Disguised underneath a veneer of baroque opulence and 

violent rawness, McCarthy’s prose succeeds at carefully crafting a story that triggers a 

ripple effect of revision and re-contextualization. 

The novel begins with the central character of the kid leaving his home in rural 

Tennessee at the age of fourteen and setting out on a journey towards the West. This
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decisive moment in his life is the starting point chosen by McCarthy to initiate his 

subversive epic tale. At first, the kid’s decision is presented as a rite of passage, an 

organic transitional step towards a more profound and complex stage in his existence: 

adulthood. In resolving to move towards Texas and to test his luck on this foreign and 

mysterious scenario, the character is assuming the classical Turnerian role of the 

pioneer at the beginning of the nineteenth century. In fact, McCarthy’s depiction of this 

event seems to comply with Turner’s core beliefs as expressed in his essay “The 

Significance of the Frontier in American History”: the kid’s Westward adventure in 

Blood Meridian is originally introduced as a grandiose enterprise in which the character 

will be able to shed his mundane and ordinary traits and morph them into authentic and 

pure American ones. “Only now is the child finally divested of all that he has been. His 

origins are become remote as is his destiny” (McCarthy, 1985, 5). Central to this 

transfiguration is the environment in which the kid finds himself; once again, following 

the Turnerian tradition, McCarthy underscores the potential of the American West to 

mould and shape an individual’s consciousness in order to foster a unique and more 

cultivated breed. 

The brilliance of McCarthy’s prose lies in its constant capacity to subvert 

readers’ expectations. Despite its initial appeal and potential for greatness, the West as 

portrayed in the novel is stripped of all its mythical and legendary features with 

firmness and vehemence, to the extent that by the end of the novel one wonders if such 

a hideous place could have actually existed. As stated by Thomas Pughe, “Blood 

Meridian is thus a Western taken to its farthest extreme and indeed turned back upon 

itself” (1994, 372). Of seminal importance in McCarthy’s disruptive enterprise is the 

task of dismantling the romanticized version of the United States’ frontier expansion; in  

particular, the notion that underscoring this “noble” feat was the relentless confrontation 

between savagery and civilisation. The Turnerian clear-cut dividing line fades away 

within the context of a novel that seeks to problematize these types of dichotomic 

tropes. 

There are no American heroes roaming about the desolate Western prairies 

featured in Blood Meridian, only quicksilver “creature[s] striving for survival” 

populating the “wastelands of the Southwest” (Broncano Rodríguez, 2005-2008, 31). 

Following a number of violent altercations and squabbles with the authorities, the kid 

falls in with John Glanton and his motley crew after meeting them in the city of
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Chihuahua. This wretched collection of individuals perfectly illustrates the degradation 

and corruption that McCarthy ascribes to the imperialistic spirit responsible for the 

United States’ colonial expansion. The gang of scalphunters has been hired by the 

government to exterminate as many Apaches as they possibly can in order to reinforce 

order and stability after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848. The task they have at 

hand follows the Turnerian staple of justified intervention in favor of a greater good; 

namely, the eradication of “alien” forces that stand in the way of progress. However, the 

very notion of progress is re-examined throughout the novel, which centers on the many 

nuances of the meaning of progress and on the gang’s means to achieve their idea of 

progress, which is neither heroic nor honorable. 

The way in which McCarthy introduces Glanton and his fiendish cohort is as 

abundant in physical details as ominous regarding the ill-fated destiny that will befall 

them. McCarthy’s thorough portrait raises an unwholesome aura that attaches itself to 

each and every one of the heartless riders that make up the ferocious group. In his words, 

they are “dangerous, filthy, brutal, the whole like a visitation from some heathen land 

where they and others like them fed on human flesh” (McCarthy, 1985, 84). With this 

initial description the author lays the foundation for what will be one of his prime 

objectives in the novel: unraveling the stereotypical notions associated with the virtuous 

and indomitable figure of the American Western settler. The actions carried out by the 

horde of rogues speak for themselves; mindless violence, genocidal attacks, extortion, 

robbery, and rape are just some examples of the magnitude of their vileness and lack of 

moral compass. Each wicked deed they commit tears at the seams of the fictitious 

legendary fabric that has held the American nation together for generations: that which 

validates its colonial expansion as the ultimate expression of the triumph of human 

development. 

There is no celebratory spirit whatsoever in McCarthy’s delineation of the events 

that took place during the nineteenth century along the Mexican-American frontier. If 

anything, his somber tone carefully pinpoints the circumstances that led to the United 

States’ conquest of the West, or rather to the country’s forceful and indiscriminate 

appropriation of lands belonging to Native Americans. That is precisely the point 

that Blood Meridian tries to emphasize, that this crucial process in America’s history 

was far from illustrious and noteworthy. On the contrary, it resembled more a 

slaughterhouse than the dignified undertaking that scholars such as Frederick Jackson



16  

Turner have tried to make it look like. As Benett Parten puts it, “[t]he setting, the story, 

and the conflicts around both the border and the Mexican-American War class the book 

as […] the raw distillation of how the West was truly won” (2022: n.p.). Parten’s final 

comment can be read as a reference to George Marshall, Henry Hathaway, and John 

Ford’s How the West Was Won (1962), a movie guided by a white European gaze and 

imbued with a sense of national pride that serves to legitimize some of the darkest 

chapters in U.S. history. Implicit in the scholar’s use of the adverb “truly” lays his 

condemnation of such biased representations that failed to incorporate the myriad 

standpoints and perspectives that assemble the Western experience. 

Following his desire to dispel conventional and dogmatic historical tenets, 

McCarthy continues with his revisionist endeavor by shining a light on the role that 

Native Americans played in the country’s history. In this respect, the author’s approach 

falls in line with the core principles of New Western Historians, whose relentless pursuit 

of alternative and unconventional discourses has revolutionized the field of    historicism. 

Traditionally, the representation of Native Americans in literature, the media, and 

popular culture has followed two distinct paths: on the one hand, they are typically 

characterized as barbaric heathens and villainous savages unable to cope with the 

advances of modern societies and destined to perish and be obliterated from the face of 

the Earth. According to historian Richard White, these accounts present instances of 

“Indian aggression and white defense; of Indian killers and white victims; of, in effect, 

badly abused conquerors” (1993, 377). A different current of thought presents them in 

the opposite light, as tragic victims in desperate need of salvation and protection from 

external “superior” forces; namely, their white counterparts. As stated by scholar 

Patricia Nelson Limerick, “Indian reformers took it upon themselves to determine the 

Indian’s best interest and then to act –coercively, if necessary– to pursue those interests” 

(1987, 193). In any case, these recurrent clichéd portrayals have served to pigeonhole 

Native Americans and to deprive them of their individuality. 

In Blood Meridian, Cormac McCarthy assumes the daunting task of restoring the 

agency that for decades has been denied to Native Americans. Those featured in his 

novel fail to comply with the aforementioned normative classifications that constrained 

their previous representations. Instead, McCarthy chooses to offer a much more 

complex and multifaceted account of their lives, one in which binary divisions no 

longer apply. The author focuses on providing an unadorned description that
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encompasses the intricacies inherent to all human beings despite their ethnic 

backgrounds. Thus, Indigenous populations appear as individuals in command of their own 

destinies; at times they are ferocious and cruel but they may also be sensitive and 

dexterous. For that reason, the novel features bloody and despicable deeds committed by 

Native Americans, such as the initial massacre that takes place when a group of 

Comanches ambushes the party of filibusters that the kid is accompanying. McCarthy 

introduces the Indigenous riders as incredibly frightening and mighty beings, “[a] legion 

of […] hundreds in number, half naked or clad in costumes attic or biblical […] out of a 

fevered dream” (1985, 55). The sheer power of their presence equally shocks and terrifies 

the group of filibusters and McCarthy spares no details about the grisly way in which the 

Comanches butcher most of them. 

However, the novel also concerns itself with uncovering the seeds that fueled 

some of these conflicts; for instance, we learn that the Glanton gang is being harassed 

by a horde of Gileños, a band of Apache riders, after the white men had previously 

raided one of the Apache camps in a vicious manner, slaughtering babies, children, 

women, and the elderly indiscriminately in order to collect scalps. Similarly, the gang’s 

final dissolution comes about after a bunch of Yumas attack Glanton and his men in 

retaliation for the violation of a former pact. Continuing with his desire to enhance and 

expand our understanding of Native Americans’ lives, the author includes elements of 

intertribal conflicts such as those existing between the Diegueño Indians and the 

Yumas, a rivalry that is revealed after the kid is rescued by a community of Diegueños 

who nurse him and take care of him following his confrontation in the desert with Judge 

Holden. This act of mercy is in itself unconventional and reveals a new aspect of the 

relations between these two, often polarized, ethnic groups, hence calling readers’ 

attention to the possibility of conviviality and peaceful interactions among them; 

something seldom explored in the Western genre. It is also noteworthy that McCarthy 

incorporates to his story a diversified collection of Indigenous tribes so as to debunk 

distorted and simplistic one-dimensional conventions. All in all, Blood Meridian 

counteracts the canonical thesis regarding America’s Indigenous inhabitants by 

underscoring the presence of Native Americans as people “who didn’t just ‘vanish’ or 

suffer but who waged war, wielded power, and fought rival tribes over territory, treaties, 

and trade routes” (Parten, 2022: n.p.). 
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Following the same method employed in his exploration of American Western 

settlers’ deeds, McCarthy refuses to impose a direct condemnation or validation of the 

related facts surrounding Native Americans’ historical role. Alternatively, he opts to 

present an ample collection of human emotions, exploits, and endeavors so that his 

readers are the ones who have to make the final assessment. All in all, this technique is 

more efficient than a more conspicuous approach because the author’s own agenda does 

not fall like a heavy burden upon his readers’ consciousness. On the contrary, it pushes 

them towards an introspective journey of re-examination and reckoning that is essential 

to the process of historical revisionism. 

The pinnacle of McCarthy’s latent appreciation of Native Americans’ part in the 

country’s history comes in the form of a long monologue uttered by Judge Holden. 

After the gang has made camp for the night near the ruins where Ancestral Puebloans 

had previously dwelt, the character reflects on the impressive contribution of the 

Anasazi and Pueblo people and on the greatness of these ancient civilizations. 

Moreover, Holden goes as far as to state that no progress has really been made after the, 

almost total, obliteration of such remarkable tribes from American soil. In fact, Holden 

argues that those who managed to succeed in their expansionist ideals, a reference to the 

United State’s colonial drive, proved to be, in fact, lesser civilizations. Referring to the 

Anasazi’s cliff dwellings, he comments that “[t]he tools, the art, the buildings –these 

things stand in judgment on the latter races” and also that “all progressions from a higher 

to a lower order are marked by ruins and mystery and a residue of nameless rage” 

(McCarthy, 1985, 153). The character continues with his speech and begins to criticize 

the essential mantra behind the country’s Western conquest; the mantra that sanctions 

the atrocities committed under the banner of progress and the extension of democratic 

values. He “makes it clear that the notion of ‘progress’ is just a Eurocentric obfuscation 

of the ‘law’ of the more powerful and ruthless” (Pughe, 1994, 381). In connection with 

the alleged superiority of those responsible for the Anasazi’s demise Judge Holden 

mentions that, “[t]he old ones are gone like phantoms and the savages wander these 

canyons to the sound of an ancient laughter” (McCarthy, 1985, 153). 

It can be argued that McCarthy’s ultimate effort at deconstructing the mythical 

space previously ascribed to the American West manifests itself in the figure of the kid. 

The character’s narrative arc, which spans across several decades of his life, offers a 

story of disenchantment and regret that ultimately leads to his own downfall. The kid’s
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state of mind progresses from enthusiasm and zeal to apathy and disillusionment. At 

first, his attitude resembles that of the relentless pioneers full of eagerness and grit. The 

kid does not question the morality behind the decisions he or those around him make. 

He carries inside him “a taste for mindless violence” (McCarthy, 1985, 3) and this is 

welcomed by Glanton and his troop. Through multiple scenes of brutality and sadism, 

McCarthy calls attention to the grim and disheartening moral codes that secured 

America’s expansion. In a process that parallels the one undergone by the novel’s 

readers, the kid grows appalled by the sheer magnitude of the events he witnesses and 

eventually abandons his life as a mercenary. Nevertheless, it would not be accurate to 

say that McCarthy presents us with a story of redemption. 

The kid acts as viciously as the other members of the gang he rides with and 

never openly calls into question their attitudes or proceedings, and yet it can be inferred 

that out of all of them he is the only one with a thread of humanity still lingering inside 

him. There are certain instances peppered through the narration in which he refuses to 

give in to the rampant madness and cruelty that prevail in the novel and instead 

exercises his own judgment. This is made evident, for instance, when he is the only one 

willing to aid David Shelby, one of Glanton’s minions, after he has been shot in the leg 

with an arrow. Whereas the rest of the group remains impassive and choose to ignore 

Shelby’s suffering, the kid defies the general mood and chooses to remove the arrow 

from Shelby’s thigh. “It is at this point when the kid shows for the first time sympathy 

toward another human being, […] this is a crucial step […] despite his former senseless 

violence he is now capable of performing an act of goodness” (Broncano Rodríguez, 

2005-2008, 42). Similarly, when Glanton orders the kid to kill one of the wounded men 

in the company who has become a liability because he is slowing down the gang, he 

refuses to do so. On the contrary, he decides to spare the man’s life and helps him hide 

behind a bush in the desert. 

The kid’s scales end up falling from his eyes and after a gruesome confrontation 

between the gang and some members of a Yuma tribe he decides to depart on his own. 

This is taken as an act of betrayal by Judge Holden, who sees in the kid’s refusal to do 

as he orders a violation of the covenant he had metaphorically signed by joining the 

gang. Said covenant, as McCarthy exposes, was inherent to all of America’s colonising 

ventures, and it systematically involved a pact of blood, warfare, and unwarranted
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violence. This exposure is McCarthy’s final blow against the long-standing celebratory 

tradition of the United State’s Westward expansion. 

What is remarkable about Blood Meridian is Cormac McCarthy’s subtle ability 

to craft a story that defies the received account of the United States’ historical past 

concerning the country’s Westward expansion. In his 1985 magnum opus, McCarthy 

undertakes a project of epic dimensions: dispelling the narrative responsible for the 

validation of the country’s conquest of the West, a narrative deeply-rooted in America’s 

imagery. To this end, McCarthy seems to imbue his novel with the theoretical 

framework postulated by New Western Historians. At its core this means to 

problematize what had, for decades, been held has an incontestable truth and put 

forward alternative and often disregarded realities that coexisted in the rugged 

landscapes of the American West. In David Río Raigadas’ words: 

The book may be viewed as realistic approach towards the violent origins of 

westward expansion, where McCarthy departs from popular culture’s 

limited vision of the American West. In fact, […] McCarthy debunks 

traditional western mythology, exposing its inner contradictions, its 

ethnocentric dimensions, and its glorification of violence. In particular [he] 

focuses on the extreme violence and genocidal traits of nineteenth-century 

expansion, providing insight into the reality behind the myth and 

questioning oversimplistic representations of the western experience. (2004, 

195) 

 

In order to achieve this, Cormac McCarthy underscores certain aspects that are 

essential to support his revisionist venture. On the one hand, he appears to revel in 

exposing the ferocious rawness inherent in the United States’ Western landscapes and 

the brutal and unfair tactics that led to their conquest by American settlers. 

Subsequently, McCarthy’s novel counteracts the longstanding tradition of ascribing 

mythical and grandiose features to the West by veering towards a much more layered 

and complex portrait, a portrait that includes three-dimensional and multifaceted 

characters that shape the story of America’s Westward expansion as one of forceful 

appropriations, corrupt and sadistic human behaviors, and dishonorable motivations. 
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3.2. “A Dark and Troubled Land.” The Nightmare of Manifest Destiny and 

the Sanctity of Warfare in Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian 

As previously explained, it was columnist John L. O’Sullivan who, in 1845, first coined 

the term Manifest Destiny. His was an attempt to provide a persuasive and weighty 

justification for the United States’ unstoppable eagerness for renewed territorial 

acquisitions and boundless expansion. O’Sullivan’s powerful rhetoric grounded 

America’s imperialistic tendencies in a religious and nationalistic discourse that 

presented the West as the ultimate untapped frontier and American settlers as its 

preordained overlords. However, the underlying premise behind this ideology was far 

from being novel or unprecedented. It had, in fact, been a quintessential part of the 

country’s fabric for centuries, even from the early arrival of the Puritans at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century. Indeed, in an influential speech on board of the 

Arabella, John Winthrop, who would later become the Governor of the Massachusetts 

Bay Colony, already pointed towards the budding potential of the early American 

colonies to become a beacon of hope for the rest of the world and he also presented the 

Puritan quest in the New World as a divine fulfillment of God’s will. In his words, 

“[t]hus stands the cause between God and us. We are entered into covenant with Him 

for this work. We have taken out a commission. The Lord hath given us leave to draw 

our own articles” (Winthrop, 1630, as cited in Stedman & Cortissoz, 2011, 306). 

The belief that God had bestowed unhampered freedom upon Americans to alter, 

grab, and make use of the continent as they pleased served as the propelling force behind 

most of their imperialistic undertakings; chief among them being the war against 

Mexico, following the United States’ annexation of Texas in 1845. The aftermath of 

that conflict serves as the backdrop for Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. Therefore, 

it is not surprising that in his quest for revision and challenge of canonical historical 

accounts, McCarthy strives to lay bare the ideology from which most of the atrocities 

and horrors recounted in the novel stem. In so doing the author attempts to offer his 

readers a rational explanation that can bring some clarity to the mayhem and insanity 

that are rampant in the story. This is an attempt on his part that hints at the fact that there 

is reason behind the madness inherent to the actions of characters like Joe Glanton, 

Judge Holden or the gang of scalphunters. Their cruel and sadistic behavior may seem 

erratic at times but results from what they understand as their right to dominate and 

subjugate others they perceive as inferior and easy to repress and subdue. That feeling



22  

of superiority is part and parcel of the belief system nurtured by the doctrine of Manifest 

Destiny, a doctrine that McCarthy unveils as being an intrinsic part of America’s bedrock. 

He believes that “[a]s a country born out of colony and expansion, America has inherited  

the aggressiveness of European imperialism since its foundation, which […] is the 

‘Manifest Destiny’ in [his eyes]” (Zhan & Feng, 2020, 816). 

McCarthy first examines the aforementioned notion of Manifest Destiny in 

Blood Meridian in a scene in which Captain White recruits the kid to join his hastily 

assembled army of filibusters. White presents himself as a patriot, someone who has 

bravely defended his country in the past and who is appalled by the United States’ 

decision to sign the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which brings any further expansion 

into Mexican territories to a halt. The leader of the band of renegades is adamant to 

continue with the work initiated by the American Government and, in a clear exhibition 

of delusions of grandeur, plans to singlehandedly seize as many territories from Mexico 

as he can. In his view, it is his duty to cleanse those lands from what he labels as “a race 

of degenerates” and “[a] mongrel race” (McCarthy, 1985, 36). His discourse is imbued 

with an imperialistic undertone that seems to condone unlawful territorial 

appropriations and that reflects his puzzlement at the United States’ refusal to fulfill 

God’s ordained mission to expand across the continent. 

The appropriately named Captain White embodies the trope of the white savior, 

a trope that is embedded in Manifest Destiny’s core principles. In his speech, he 

assumes the role of a benevolent liberator of people who live in such a primitive state 

that they lack the knowledge to govern themselves. The character considers Mexico to 

be a land with “no government” and “no God” (McCarthy, 1985, 36), a heathen place 

that is in desperate need of salvation and redemption from the “undeveloped” and 

“sinful” behavior of its inhabitants. White sees no moral objection to his “heroic” quest 

and, in fact, is boastful about the magnitude of his enterprise. As he puts it, Americans 

“are to be the instruments of liberation in a dark and troubled land” (McCarthy, 1985, 

37). However, McCarthy does not restrict himself to only depicting the basic tenets that 

underpin the ideology of Manifest Destiny; he also aims at uncovering the hypocrisy that 

is present in these types of demagogic doctrines. 

To that end, the author calls into question White’s sense of patriotism by 

highlighting his willingness to disobey the United States’ orders to bring the war against 
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Mexico to an end. In addition, McCarthy underscores that the Captain’s alleged desires 

to liberate and rescue those living in Mexican territories are nothing but a mere façade; 

in fact, there is an ulterior motive behind his eagerness to launch a new invasion against 

Mexico. This is made evident when White betrays himself by revealing that he plans on 

looting Mexico after the war and depleting its resources to his own convenience, and 

invites the kid to join him and his men in their endeavors, “we will be the ones who will 

divide the spoils” (McCarthy, 1985, 37). With this example McCarthy emphasizes the 

shallow and opportunistic nature that is intrinsic to Manifest Destiny and presents the 

doctrine as a cover-up to disguise the seemingly irrepressible yearning for dominance, 

expansion, and economic gain that is deeply rooted in America’s expansionism. After  

being stripped from its pompous and sanctimonious justification, “America’s grand 

venture in continental Manifest Destiny” is presented as “a shameless land grab and an 

aggressive attack on Mexican sovereignty” (Limerick, 1987, 232). 

Throughout the novel, McCarthy also targets the religious component that had 

been fervently upheld by the advocates of Manifest Destiny. According to the doctrine, 

the United States was “effectively the hand of God” (Gomez, 2012, 238), and it was His 

design to expand America’s dominion all over the continent, trampling over every 

obstacle, be it human or not. Subsequently, it was God whom the American pioneers 

were honoring and paying tribute to with each new victory and territorial acquisition. 

Nevertheless, this appears to be only the theory on which the doctrine relies since 

McCarthy brings to the fore a reality in which Christianity is not only in decline but is 

constantly being scorned and defiled. 

Blood Meridian features a significant number of churches, sanctuaries, and other 

places of worship that have been vandalized and profaned. There is a description of one 

of them that is particularly revealing and contains a poignant subtext. One night, at the 

beginning of his journey towards the West, the kid takes shelter in an abandoned 

Christian church in the county of Bexar, Texas. The following morning he wanders 

around the building. This is a scene that allows McCarthy to provide a detailed account 

of the character’s heinous discoveries. The place is in a derelict state; it is dilapidated, 

filthy, and inhabited by buzzards and other animal species that feed on whatever scraps 

of food they can find. Upon setting foot on the sacristy, the kid stumbles upon “the 

remains of several bodies, one [of] a child” (McCarthy, 1985, 28). The discovery of 

the corpses, especially that of the infant and their placement within a place of worship, 
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appears to be a downright affront to the sanctity of Christianity and hints at the utter 

disregard for its institutions and basic precepts. 

Furthermore, the outside of the building displays an even grislier sight. The 

façade presents “an array of saints in their niches [that] had been shot up by American 

troops trying their rifles” and also “a carved stone Virgin [holding] in her arms a 

headless child” (McCarthy, 1985, 28). McCarthy appears to be claiming that after 

capitalizing on the benefits of imbuing the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny with an 

evidently religious undertone in order to rally support, Americans have not only turned 

their backs against the Christian faith but also debased it without any sense of remorse. 

In Manuel Broncano Rodríguez’ words, the church previously described “has become a 

dilapidated ruin that symbolizes the decay of the Catholic faith that once inspired the 

colonization of the Southwest, now fouled and profaned by the creed of Manifest 

Destiny” (2005-2008, 36). McCarthy’s stark portrayal outlines a country whose only 

ideology and moral compass is that of warfare and bloodshed, and that is blinded by an 

unquenchable thirst for absolute domination, regardless the cost. 

The violence that is inherent to all processes of expansion into territories already 

inhabited was aggravated in the case of the United States’ Westward expansion by the 

self-aggrandizement promoted by Manifest Destiny. American pioneers, emboldened by 

this doctrine, saw themselves as rightful owners of the vast continent that lay in front of 

them and understood their quest to be not only inevitable but divinely-ordained. 

Therefore, all forces opposing said advancement were hindering a quasi-sacred 

covenant between God and the American people, which therefore justified their 

annihilation. This belief system can be used to explain the sheer magnitude of the 

ferocity and cruelty displayed in Blood Meridian by characters such as those making up 

the gang of scalphunters. Their ruthless behavior responds to a mindset that endorses 

violence and accepts it as an inevitable side to progress and evolution; in short, a lesser 

evil. In James Dorson’s words, “[i]t is the sacrilegious creed of progress and effectivity 

[…] that remains victorious after the smoke of the novel’s cataclysmic violence has 

cleared” (2013, 109). 

Judge Holden’s characterization is, perhaps, the most effective tool employed by 

McCarthy to delve into the complexities of the unhampered brutality unleashed by
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Manifest Destiny’s fundamental ideas. After all, “[v]iolence and the judge are as 

intimately connected in the novel as gravity and mass” (Dorson, 2013, 107). Thus, it is 

not surprising that throughout the novel the character emerges as the greatest advocate 

for warfare, constantly urging those around him to let loose of their inhibitions and 

embrace bloodshed as a quintessential guiding principle. Our first introduction to the 

character already highlights Holden’s innate gravitation towards chaos and mayhem. At 

the beginning of the novel, the kid comes across Reverend Green, a preacher delivering 

a sermon in the city of Nacogdoches. All of a sudden, Judge Holden storms in and starts 

accusing Green of being an impostor, a depraved outlaw whom the authorities are trying 

to capture after raping an 11-year-old girl. Upon hearing this, the townsfolk congregated 

around the Reverend grow appalled, someone starts shooting, and a bloody brawl 

ensues. The kid manages to escape and takes refuge in a nearby saloon where, to his 

own astonishment, he finds Judge Holden nonchalantly drinking whiskey. Little by 

little, those involved in the fight begin to arrive at the bar and some of them start asking 

Holden where he had previously met Reverend Green and how he knew where to find 

him. “I never laid eyes on the man before today. Never even heard of him” (McCarthy,  

1985, 9), answers Holden unashamedly. 

It looks as if the judge drew pleasure simply from driving those around him 

towards violent outcomes and was willing to employ all means necessary to achieve his 

intended goal; even if this entails deception and manipulation. After hearing the Judge’s 

confession, no one raises an eyebrow. Instead, everyone starts laughing and drinking 

without pondering on the extent of the ruse he has just pulled off. This level of 

desensitization to violence is a trademark of Blood Meridian, one which provides the 

perfect cue for McCarthy to explore and unravel the seeds that led to such a state of 

numbness in nineteenth-century America. As already argued, McCarthy’s intention is to 

criticize the problematic nature of Manifest Destiny as a founding principle in the 

nation’s development. As noted by Steven Shaviro, “Blood Meridian performs the 

violent, sacrificial, self-consuming ritual upon which [the United States] is founded” 

(1999, 157). 

There is an eerie atmosphere engulfing Judge Holden’s actions and McCarthy 

seems to revel in presenting him as an almost mythical figure, always treading along the 

boundary between human and non-human. He is a cryptic and puzzling man and yet his 

lengthy monologues give us a glimpse into his essential ideals, which are tinged with
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some of the imperialist undertones that shape Manifest Destiny. First, Holden asserts his 

prerogative to determine the fate of all living creatures, controlling their existence and 

claiming ownership over their destinies; in so doing, the character is giving free rein to 

the sense of supremacy that underlines the previously mentioned doctrine and, 

accordingly, he does not hesitate to slay, rape, and enslave others so as to exhibit his 

perverted idea of hegemony. In his words, “[w]hatever in creation exists without my 

knowledge exists without my consent” (McCarthy, 1985, 209). The character feels 

legitimized to act as a suzerain or overlord of the earth because as he points out, “a 

suzerain rules [even] where there are other rulers” and “[h]is authority countermands 

local judgments” (McCarthy, 1985, 209). I would argue that the premise that fuels 

Holden’s sense of authority is that of Manifest Destiny: the character is the product of a 

historical context in which such imperialist discourses were hailed and commended and, 

what is more, understood to be the necessary stepping stones to accomplish and fulfill 

the foreordained expansionist destiny of the United States. 

In addition, Holden proves to be a formidable theorizer of war, a state of conflict  

that he embraces as the greatest tool for domination. In spite of its often traumatic and 

gruesome consequences, war and all other forms of violent struggle for that matter, 

were accepted as inevitable means to secure the consummation of America’s Manifest 

Destiny by those who favored the expansion3. At one point in the novel, Holden states 

that “[w]ar is God” (McCarthy, 1985, 263). The sentence could be interpreted in a 

number of ways but I believe that underneath his words lies the true ethos of the 

country’s Westward expansion; the allusion to God calls attention to the pre-ordained 

nature of the enterprise and hints at the attempt to justify the barbarism deployed during 

the conquest of the West by presenting Christianity as a cohort in crime. Furthermore, 

the sentence legitimizes the expansion by portraying its most concrete manifestation, 

war, as a sacred deed in order to further sanction its continuous outbreaks. As McCarthy 

showcases in Blood Meridian, the spiral of degradation and viciousness that secures the 

territorial advancement and development of the nation is never-ending and its luring 

powers are difficult to escape. In Steven Shaviro’s words, “[t]he American Dream of 

 
3 Support for the Mexican-American war was not unanimous within the United States. For instance, 

philosophers and essayists like Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson opposed the invasion on 
the grounds that it was a mere exercise of imperialism. On the contrary, Statesman John Calhoun rejected 
the war claiming that America’s racial purity would be compromised if former Mexican territories were 
incorporated into the Union. 



27  

Manifest Destiny must be repeated over and over again […]. More blood is always 

needed to seal and renew the pact” (1999, 157). 

To conclude, Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian presents a detailed account of 

the atrocities that accompanied the United States’ expansion across the West during the 

nineteenth century. The novel attempts to offer a glimpse into the core ideology that 

served as the theoretical basis for such a momentous undertaking: Manifest Destiny. To 

that end, McCarthy uncovers the way in which the doctrine was twisted and 

manipulated in order to validate the forceful appropriation of lands by American 

pioneers and the violent methods employed to secure their enterprise. The author 

focuses on deconstructing the said ideology through various characters and scenes that 

challenge the notion of progress hailed by Manifest Destiny and the religious mantras 

underpinning it. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

At the beginning of this dissertation I expressed my intention to prove that in his 1985 

magnum opus, Blood Meridian, Cormac McCarthy had intended to offer his readers a 

new take on America’s conquest of the West by questioning and problematizing its 

foundational underpinnings. McCarthy’s approach to this challenging task is layered 

and thorough. It aims at providing a distinct and raw portrayal of one of the United 

States’ most recognizable and influential historical events: the Westward expansion. In 

order to support this line of study into the author’s work, I have centered on shining a 

light on two specific mechanisms that McCarthy employs so as to unravel the idyllic and 

romanticized depictions of the expansion that for decades prevailed in the American 

imagery: the use of historical revisionism and the close examination of the doctrine of 

Manifest Destiny. 

As previously stated in the analysis section, Blood Meridian is imbued with 

layers of historical revisionism, and this is precisely one of the tools that the author uses 

to carefully craft his story of imperialist cravings and mindless violence. McCarthy 

takes Frederick Jackson Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” as the starting point for his novel, in 

particular the thesis’ crucial idea that the process of colonizing the American West 

holds an innate potential for greatness and that the pioneers who carried out this “noble” 

undertaking should be seen as superior and exceptional beings. Blood Meridian 

distances itself from Turner’s premise and uncovers a grim and gritty reality that chips 

away at the mythical and whitewashed version of American expansionism put forward 

by the “Frontier Thesis.” Accordingly, McCarthy questions Turner’s notion that the 

confrontation between savagery and civilization was the propelling force behind the 

conquest of the American West; he does so by pointing out the inaccuracy of such binary 

oppositions and by highlighting the blurry dividing line that exists between them. 

In addition to distancing himself from canonical representations of the United 

States’ unstoppable Western advancement, McCarthy aligns himself with the basic 

ideas of New Western Historians, such as Patricia Nelson Limerick and Richard White. 

The author is interested in dispelling the single narrative that for many decades has 

tainted the portrayal of this chapter of America’s history. To that end, Blood Meridian 

strives to display a multifaceted account that acknowledges the brutality intrinsic to the 

process of Western territorial appropriation, confronts the received heroic and flawless 

nature attached to the figure of the American pioneer, and offers a portrayal of Native
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Americans, whose role in the United States’ history has been downplayed on many 

occasions, as three-dimensional and fully fleshed out characters. 

The second way in which McCarthy carries out his revisionist pursuit is by 

exposing the inconsistencies and double-standards that plague Manifest Destiny, the 

ideology that served as the theoretical basis and moral justification for the conquest of 

the West. Throughout the novel, the aforementioned doctrine is presented as an 

opportunistic creed wielded by Americans in order to validate their insatiable eagerness 

for domination and expansionistic sovereignty. Blood Meridian examines the notion 

that the United States exploited the religious undertone of Manifest Destiny and used it 

as a powerful mantra to account for the countless wars that it waged over the most 

prolific years of its Westward expansion. It is my contention that, in his novel, 

McCarthy suggests that war is the truest staple of the American national character and 

its all-encompassing ramifications are as difficult to escape as they are deeply rooted in 

the country’s inception. 

To conclude, I should like to say that this dissertation can be of relevance for 

scholars that wish to engage with Cormac McCarthy’s body-of-work due to several 

reasons: on the one hand, it offers a bibliographical survey that explores the way in 

which influential literary researchers and academics have analyzed and interpreted 

McCarthy’s writing style, influences, and recurrent themes; on the other hand, the 

dissertation presents a comprehensive examination of one of the author’s most salient  

novels, Blood Meridian, by exploring, through close reading, the way it tackles the 

subjugation of the American West and the aggressive policies that supported it. 

Additionally, this study deals with a poignant and timely subject as is the critical re- 

examination of a country’s historical past in order to better grasp how its institutions,  

citizens, and current state of affairs are shaped and still defined by it. 
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