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The white man's muscles
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explanation of social difference. By this argument, whites — and men — are
where they are socially by virmue of biological, that is, bodily superority.
The sight of the body can be a kind of proof. On the other hand, the white
insistence on spirit, on a transcendent relation to the body, has also led to a
vicw that perhaps non-whites have better bodies, run faster, reproduce mare
casily, have bigger muscles, thar perhaps indeed *white men can’t jump’,
a film title that has both a literal, basketball reference and an appropriately
heternsexnal, reproductive connotation, The possibility of white bodily
inferiority falls heavily on the shoulders of those white men who are not
at the top of the spirit pile, those for whom their body is their only capital.
In the context particularly of white working-class or ieving’
masculinity, an assertion of the value and even superiority of the white male
body has especial resonance (cf. Walkerdine 1986, Tasker 1993). The built
body in colonial adventures is a formula that speaks to the need for an
affirmation of the white male body without the loss of legitimacy thar is
abways risked by its exposure, while also replaying the notion that white men
are distinguished above all by their spirit and enterprise.

I will look first at the connotations of this kind of body and then at the
colonial setting, before discussing the relation between them. In the final part
of the chapter I look in more detail at the particular instance of the peplum,
bringing the class address of colonial muscularity into focus and opening up
the latter’s relation to an avowedly white form of politics, fascism.

Tarzan, Hercules, Rambo® and the other heroes of the films in question here
are all played by actors with champion and /or built physiques. The first
Tarzans, and the stars of an carlier (£.1912-26) Iralian muscle cycle, were
drawn from the strong man acts of the varicty stage. Thercafter, however,
sports proper generally provided the performers. Of the Tarzans, James
Peirce (1926) was an All-American centre on the Indiana University Foothall
Team, and Frank Merill (1928 and 1929) a national gym champion; Johnny
Weissmuller (twelve films berween 1932 and 1948) had five Olympic gold
medals for swimming; Buster Crabbe (1933) was also an Olympic swimmer,
Herman Brix (1935 and 1938) an Olympic shot putter, Glenn Morris (1938)
an Olympic decathlon champion, Denny Miller (1960) a UCLA basketball
star and Mike Henry (three films between 1967 and 1968) a star line-backer
for the Los Angeles Rams. Although Lex Barker (1949-55), Jock Mahoney
'1962-3) and Ron Ely (TV 1966-8) were beefy rather than sculpred,
Gordon Scott (1955-60) was dearly a bodybuilder, while Miles O'Keefe
1981) and Wolf Larson (TV 19913} are manifest creatures of the Nautilus

ige. The stars of the peplum and recent muscleman films are also obviously

om products. In two notable cases they are explicitly champions of body-
uilding: Steve Reeves (the most famous peplum star) won the Mr America

miest in 1947 and Mr Universe in 1950 and Amold Schwarzencgger was
' cn times Mr Olympia.



