
Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2026, 10(7), 776-779 
https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/ 

ISSN Online: 2576-0548 
ISSN Print: 2576-0556 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.07.005 776 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

From Myth to Symbol: A Comparative Study of 
Values in the 1960 and 2016 Versions of The 
Magnificent Seven 

Jing Zhuo 

Language Learning Center, Xianda College SISU, Shanghai 200083, China. 
 

How to cite this paper: Jing Zhuo. (2026) 
From Myth to Symbol: A Comparative 
Study of Values in the 1960 and 2016 Ver-
sions of The Magnificent Seven. Journal of 
Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 10(7), 
776-779. 
DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.07.005 
 
Received: May 26, 2026 
Accepted: June 23, 2026 
Published: July 21, 2026 
 
*Corresponding author: Jing Zhuo, 
Language Learning Center, Xianda College 
SISU, Shanghai 200083, China. 
 
© 2026 by the author(s). 
This article is an open access article 
distributed under the terms and conditions of 
the Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives (CC BY-
NC-ND) license, which permits non-
commercial use, distribution, and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited and is not 
modified or adapted. 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/ 

  Abstract 
This paper examines the 1960 and 2016 versions of The Magnificent Seven as a 
comparative case study, exploring how differences in casting and conflict motiva-
tion reflect broader transformations in American values. Drawing on Thomas 
Schatz’s genre theory and the critical frameworks of Li You, Yang Junjian, and 
Zhang Yanrui, the analysis argues that the 2016 remake’s multi-ethnic casting rep-
resents a progressive correction to historical erasure—particularly of Black cow-
boys, who comprised 25-33% of the Western cattle industry workforce—yet this 
progress is undermined by narrative choices that reduce complex racial and histor-
ical conflicts to personal revenge and binary good-versus-evil structures. The 1960 
version embodies Cold War liberalism’s confidence in moral interventionism, 
while the 2016 remake reflects the postmodern embrace of identity politics. The 
latter’s inclusive casting corrects historical invisibility, but its narrative conserva-
tism—framing the Black hero’s motivation as personal trauma and reducing the 
Native American character to a decorative symbol—evades structural critique. 
Woodard’s (2022) quantitative analysis reinforces this framework, revealing a sys-
tematic gap between Hollywood’s casting and historical demographics. The paper 
concludes that the 2016 Magnificent Seven exposes a broader predicament: pro-
gressive representation without historical accountability. 
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1. Introduction 

The Western, as observed by André Bazin, is “roughly the only genre that is as old as cinema itself,” and its longevity 
reflects the capacity to serve as what Thomas Schatz calls a “cultural ritual”—a narrative system through which a 
society examines its fundamental values (Bazin, 1971; Schatz, 1981). Genres, Schatz (1981) argues, evolve from 
“formal transparency” to “formal self-consciousness,” a framework that illuminates the shifting ideological work 
performed by the Western across its history. This paper takes John Sturges’ 1960 The Magnificent Seven and Antoine 
Fuqua’s 2016 remake—both adaptations of Akira Kurosawa’s 1954 film Seven Samurai (Kurosawa, 1954)—as a 
comparative case study, examining how differences in casting and conflict motivation reflect broader transformations 
in American values—from the confidence in moral interventionism of Cold War liberalism to the embrace of identity 
politics and its accompanying narrative evasions of the postmodern era. 

Both films, while sharing the same basic plot of seven gunmen recruited by an oppressed community to defend it 
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against a powerful antagonist, differ significantly in casting, villain and hero characterization, as well as the conflict 
itself. The author argues that these differences symptomize a fundamental transformation in the Western’s ideological 
function. This paper brings together several critical frameworks: Li You’s notion of “imaginative empowerment” and 
its accompanying risk of “dehistoricization,” Yang Junjian’s analysis of the “compensatory narrative,” and Zhang 
Yanrui’s insistence on the Western’s “mythological construction” (Li, 2021; Yang, 2023; Zhang, 2023). Together, 
these lenses reveal how the 2016 remake’s inclusive casting works at cross-purposes with its narrative conservatism. 
Woodard’s (2022) quantitative analysis of IMDB’s Top 100 Westerns reinforces this framework: her data reveals a 
systematic gap between Hollywood’s casting practices and historical demographics, with white male performers per-
sistently overrepresented despite historical evidence that the majority of cowboys were BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color). 

The methodology of this paper is close textual analysis and comparative study, supplemented by ideological criti-
cism. Chapter 2 provides the analytical core, examining the production contexts of the two films before analysing 
their casting strategies and conflict motivations. The conclusion summarises the findings and reflects on the implica-
tions for understanding the Western’s evolving role in American cultural mythology. 

2. Analysis: Casting and Conflict 

2.1 Production Context 

Produced at the height of the Cold War, the 1960 version vividly reflects the United States’ self-appointed status as 
the global defender of freedom. The narrative—seven American gunmen defending a Mexican village—is a clear 
embodiment of its conviction that American values are universally applicable and that Americans have a moral obli-
gation to export them. The rugged heroes who ride to the rescue of the oppressed actually ask little in return, and 
such moral high ground is emphasized in the ending where surviving cowboys acknowledge that “the villagers are 
the real winners.” 

In comparison, the 2016version emerges from a fundamentally different moment. As Li You (2021) observes, the 
postmodern era is characterized by “decentralization and de-essentialization”—the questioning of grand narratives 
and the celebration of difference. Hollywood had become a “fortress” of “political correctness,” where multicultur-
alism and identity politics had become dominant (Li, 2021). While the 2016 version was being made, identity politics 
had become elite discourse at the end of the two-term Obama administration, and Hollywood was consciously using 
films to oppose the conservative backlash represented by the Trump campaign (Li, 2021). In this environment, di-
versity in casting was no longer simply commercial but political. 

The production specifications reflect these shifts. The 1960 film, made for approximately $2 million, gradually 
attained classic status. The 2016 film, with a budget of $90-100 million, was designed for global release, featuring 
Denzel Washington and an intentionally multi-ethnic ensemble. Despite higher investment, it grossed only $162 
million worldwide—a modest return underscoring the Western’s diminished centrality. 

2.2 Casting Choices 

The most visible difference between the two films is their casts. The 1960 version assembled seven white male actors: 
Yul Brynner, Steve McQueen, Charles Bronson, Robert Vaughn, Brad Dexter, James Coburn, and Horst Buchholz. 
This homogeneity was the unmarked default of the classical Western—what Schatz (1981) calls “formal transpar-
ency,” where ideological assumptions are delivered so directly, they become invisible. 

The ensemble presented in the 2016 version is starkly different: led by Sam Chisholm (Denzel Washington), a 
Black lawman, the team includes Josh Faraday (Chris Pratt), Goodnight Robicheaux (Ethan Hawke), Billy Rocks 
(Lee Byung-hun), Vasquez (Manuel Garcia-Rulfo), Jack Horne (Vincent D’Onofrio), and Red Harvest (Martin Sens-
meier), a Comanche warrior. This casting is deliberately multi-ethnic, encompassing African American, Latino, 
Asian, and Native American representation. 

Li You (2021) called this shift in casting “imaginative empowerment”—a strategy whereby filmmakers “project 
an imagination that seeks to revise history” by granting heroic status to minority characters. Despite the act of repre-
sentation—insisting the West was not a white monolith—Li You cautions that such empowerment often comes at the 
cost of “dehistoricization”: the films are “more interested in crafting heroic narratives than in representing historical 
conditions” (Li, 2021). 
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2.2.1 The Black Cowboy: Historical Correction and Its Limits 
The casting of Denzel Washington is not a concession to “political correctness” but a belated recognition of historical 
reality. Historical scholarship establishes that Black cowboys comprised between 25% and 33% of the cattle industry 
workforce in the late nineteenth century. Many were formerly enslaved men who, after Emancipation, sought oppor-
tunities in the expanding cattle industry. Yet classical Hollywood Westerns systematically erased this history. Zhang 
Yanrui (2023) argues this erasure was structural—a function of the Western’s “mythological construction”, whereby 
the genre “concealed brutal truths” and “deified westward movement” as a white man’s enterprise. 

Thus, the 2016 casting can be interpreted as a “belated correction”—a reparative act restoring visibility to a group 
systematically erased. Yet, the film’s progressivism is constrained by narrative choices. Chisholm’s motivation is 
ultimately revealed to be personal: Bogue murdered his family years earlier. The final confrontation frames the con-
flict as a private vendetta rather than a structural struggle. 

This exemplifies what Li You (2021) terms “dehistoricization.” By reducing Chisholm’s quest to personal revenge, 
the film “simplifies racial oppression history, rewriting it in a heroic mode” (Li, 2021). Chisholm is a Black hero, but 
his blackness is incidental to his motivation—he could be any wronged man seeking justice. The film offers a Black 
hero without a Black history. 

2.2.2 The Indian Character: Compensatory Narrative as Covert Assimilation 
Of the seemingly diverse ensemble of the 2016 cast, Red Harvest appears the most problematic. His introduction is 
brief and enigmatic: “the elders say I walk a different path.” His willingness to fight alongside white men is not 
distinctively motivated except by his tribal expulsion. The character himself is not developed as a person, but as a 
device, a symbol of Native American inclusion, but his interiority and cultural specificity remain opaque. 

This flat representation is illuminated in Yang Junjian’s (2023) concept of “compensatory narrative.” Yang argues 
that later Westerns compensate for overt racism by presenting Native Americans as “sages” or “helpers.” Yet this 
compensation is not a genuine reckoning with colonial violence but a covert form of “assimilation strategy.” By 
portraying Native Americans as benevolent allies, these narratives “transform Indians into the image whites wish to 
see,” thereby “depriving them of what was originally theirs” and turning them into “yellow-skinned whites” (Yang, 
2023). 

Red Harvest is a perfect example of this dynamic. His inclusion is decorative rather than substantive. His Coman-
che identity is a marker of diversity, not a source of narrative complexity. He is simply a warrior who fights alongside 
white heroes because his tribe rejected him—rehearsing the colonial fantasy of the “exceptional Indian.” 

2.3 Conflict: From Moral Intervention to Personal Revenge 

2.3.1 The Villain: Rational Negotiator vs. Absolute Evil 
The 1960 film presents a surprisingly reasonable villain. Calvera, the bandit leader, is a pragmatic operator driven by 
material necessity—he raids for food, not sadistic pleasure. He negotiates, jokes with villagers, and releases captured 
cowboys rather than executing them. His stated reason is fear of American reprisal: he is “a businessman.” This 
characterization humanizes Calvera without excusing his actions. He is a villain, but a believable one—his motiva-
tions are credible. 

The 2016 antagonist, Bogue, is radically different. Bogue is a capitalist robber baron whose wealth is built on 
violence and whose villainy is absolute: he kills indiscriminately, treats subordinates with comparable brutality, and 
leaves no room for negotiation. He is, as Li You (2021) might say, a “stereotypical” villain—a symbol of capitalist 
evil rather than a character. The film’s moral landscape is thus flattened by the reduction in characterization. Calvera’s 
pragmatism invited consideration of the conditions producing banditry—poverty, inequality. Bogue’s absolute evil 
allows the film to condemn capitalism’s violence without examining its structural causes. 

2.3.2 The Hero: Moral Duty vs. Personal Trauma 
Chris Adams’s motivation in the 1960 version is remarkable for its disinterestedness. He refuses payment and acts 
out of a vague sense of justice: “Maybe it’s because I’m tired of losing.” His heroism is public—he acts because he 
can, and because the situation demands a response. Li Zheng’ao (2019) might call this the Western’s “myth” in its 
most transparent form: the hero as moral certainty. The ending reinforces this: Chris acknowledges “the villagers are 
the real winners” and leaves without reward. 

Sam Chisholm’s motivation is personal trauma. Bogue murdered his family. The mission is a pretext for vengeance. 
This is dramatically legible but ideologically constricting. Chisholm’s heroism is private—it arises from personal 
history, not general principle. This displaces structural critique onto personal psychology. The social problem—
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capitalist violence—is reduced to a personal grievance. The solution is not collective action but individual vengeance. 
It effectively arouses the audience’s emotional response, but does little to encourage reflection on structural injustice.  

2.3.3 The Conflict: Negotiable Difference vs. Irreconcilable Antagonism 
The 1960 conflict is over resources. Calvera needs food; villagers need their harvest. This is a material contradiction, 
therefore negotiable. The violence is a consequence of failed negotiation, not inherent evil. The resolution—Calvera’s 
defeat and the villagers’ return to harvest—suggests social order can be restored without fundamental change. 

In contrast, the 2016 conflict is not negotiable. Bogue does not want a share of resources; he wants the villagers’ 
elimination. His goal is expropriation—driving them off their land. This can only end with one side’s defeat. By 
making Bogue a figure of absolute evil, the film forecloses structural critique. The problem is not capitalism but a 
single bad actor. As Li You (2021) argues, contemporary Hollywood tends to “evade” structural critiques in favor of 
individualized narratives. The hero’s personal revenge is more dramatic than a collective struggle. The villain’s in-
dividual malevolence is more legible than systemic injustice. The film offers the audience the satisfaction of a per-
sonal victory while denying them the discomfort of a structural critique. This narrative constriction mirrors the United 
States’ broader ideological retrenchment in foreign affairs right before Trump’s election. 

3. Conclusion 
The 1960 Magnificent Seven achieves ideological suture through its humanized villain, disinterested hero, and reflec-
tive ending. Its narrative embodies Cold War liberalism’s confidence in American moral interventionism. 

The 2016 remake presents a paradox. Progressively, its multi-ethnic casting breaks the Western’s white-male-
centeredness, offering a belated correction to historical erasure. Yet, this progress is undermined by narrative con-
servatism: racial and historical conflicts are reduced to personal revenge and binary good-versus-evil. Social critique 
dissolves into spectacle; diverse faces become dehistoricized symbols. Li You’s (2021) “imaginative empowerment” 
occurs without confronting the structural histories that made it necessary. 

Zhang Yanrui’s (2023) “Mythological Construction” remains relevant: the Western’s foundation ritual persists. 
Yet when myth refuses to reconcile with history—the Native American reduced to a “helper,” the Black hero to a 
“revenger”—it loses ritual power. Yang Junjian’s (2023) “compensatory narrative” illuminates this failure: the film 
appears to revise memory but actually occludes dispossession’s violent history. Li You’s (2021) “post-racial rhetoric” 
captures the central contradiction: progressive casting packages a depoliticized story—a logic of “progressive out-
sourcing” where surface diversity masks narrative conservatism. 

The 2016 Magnificent Seven exposes a broader predicament: how can Hollywood “see diversity” without reducing 
it to decoration? Woodard’s (2022) findings reinforce this concern: if Hollywood’s casting has historically diverged 
from demographic reality, the 2016 remake represents a step toward correction. Yet representation alone is insuffi-
cient. When social critique is subordinated to spectacle, the Western’s ritual function—its capacity to help a culture 
examine contradictions—is compromised. The genre survives, but its mythic power is sustained only at the cost of 
historical depth. 
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