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Professor Chris Dacus from Penn State University is writing primarily about McCarthy’s earlier 
novel, Blood Meridian, and in particular about a character in that novel Judge Holden, who is a 
prototype of Anton Chigurh in No Country for Old Men. While the character may be different, the role 
Holden plays in Blood Meridian is similar to the one embodied in Chigurh. Dacus writes: 

It seems clear that Judge Holden is here described as an eternal force that makes his appearance 
in time as a "moving image of eternity," to quote the famous passage from Plato's Timaeus (Plato 37d), 
through which the productions of the craftsman are imaged. With this tie to the Platonic demiurge in 
mind, it is not difficult to see a connection between the judge and the evil creator of the world in 
Gnostic cosmogony, Yaldaboath. The description of the judge as emanating from "the shore of a void 
without terminus or origin" is surely meant to place him in the realm of eternity. If we think of this 
passage in terms of Schopenhauer's metaphysics, we can see the judge as a finite and temporal 
manifestation of eternal war-like will (Schopenhauer 406-407).  

This image of the judge as the personification of the eternal nature of thing-in- itself as war 
connects with McCarthy's eschatological1 preoccupation through his fascination with images of violence, 
death and destruction. One could here cite innumerable passages, but it perhaps suffices to recall the 
judge's statement: "War is god" (McCarthy 249). In the same conversation just cited, the judge's 
theological2 comment is preceded by a short disquisition3 on fate, freedom, and agency in which the 
judge indicates that it is precisely because humans are free to participate in the "game" of war that their 
actions have any claim to significance in the first place. Men are born for games. Nothing else.  

Every child knows that play is nobler than work. He knows too that the worth or merit of a game 
is not inherent in the game, but rather in the value of that which is put at hazard. Games of chance 
require a wager to have meaning at all. Games of sport involve the skill and strength of the opponents. 
The humiliation of defeat and the pride of victory are in themselves sufficient stake because they inhere 
in the worth of the principals and define them. But trials of chance or trials of worth are games that 
aspire to the condition of war where what is wagered swallows up game, player, and all. (McCarthy 
1985: 249)  

In order for the "wager" to exist, the cognitive capacity of freedom to affirm or deny 
participation in war must be present. The fact that war and death are here connected to the 
establishment of value in consequence of the freedom to wager is in turn linked to eschatology as both 

                                                           
1 the study of the end of the world 
2 The study of God and religion 
3 A discussion on a particular subject 



purposive and final end. Thus there is an indirect but nonetheless necessary connection to freedom 
posited as the conditio sine qua non4 of human value, i.e. good and evil.  

The idea that human freedom is the source of evil is a common theme in the tradition of 
German Idealism in which Schopenhauer operated. The linkage of freedom to theodicy5 is most 
explicitly made and explicated by Schelling in his Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human 
Freedom (Schelling). Published in 1809, many scholars have noted that this essay influenced the young 
Schopenhauer (Janaway 204). Directly or indirectly, this theme of the correlation of freedom and evil 
seems to have found its way into McCarthy's thoughts, and from there into the mouth of the judge. 
Given the now generally accepted influence of Schopenhauer on McCarthy, the safest guess would 
probably be that McCarthy absorbed it through his reading of Schopenhauer. 

Returning to the image of the judge quoted above, and with the connection of freedom and 
theodicy in mind, we can say that the eschaton6 is necessitated by human freedom. In McCarthy's 
metaphysical7 world, human freedom would appear to be linked to the ever present eruption of chance 
opening out to localized episodes of chaos, phenomenally revealed in the judge's world as war and 
death. Thus the judge as the moving image of eternity is the agent of death who operates by means of 
the necessity of evil following as a corollary of human freedom.  

If many find it vulgar to join freedom with the capacity for evil, then they have, in my view, hit 
upon the reason McCarthy highlights that malevolency8 is prevalent among people who valorize9 
freedom. We are now in a position to see the "West" as a symbol bearing a great deal of eschatological 
significance in McCarthy's work. Western modernity can aptly be described as a cultural phenomenon 
whose greatest reason for being is the pursuit of freedom; and this view of freedom is perhaps best 
described as antinomian.10 Kant summarizes this sentiment when he says that a modern Westerner 
cannot accept any law that he has not given to himself, for doing so would abrogate personal freedom. 
"If the will seeks the law that is to determine it anywhere but in the fitness of its maxims for its own 
legislation of universal laws, and if it thus goes outside of itself and seeks this law in the character of any 
of its objects, then heteronomy always results" (Kant 45). It bears mentioning here that this statement is 
in doctrinal accord with Judge Holden’s declaration of man's need for "autonomy" if he is to be 
"suzerain"11 of the earth (McCarthy 1985: 198-199). McCarthy's narratives, both here and in his later 
works, explicitly places his characters in an antinomian western landscape, thereby giving to the 
geographic setting a symbolic connotation among whose meanings is the western United States as 
nomological12 and temporal end point of Western civilization as such.  

                                                           
4 the essential condition 
5 an explanation for the existence of evil in the world 
6 the final event 
7 things beyond the physical realm 
8 evil 
9 idealize 
10 the belief that one’s behaviour is above the law  
11 lord 
12 principles, such as the laws of nature, that are simply accepted as true 


