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Tokyo on Film 

TADAO SATO 

IN THE DAYS before the second world war, the center of Tokyo was 
divided into two conceptual regions: Yamanote (mountain side) and Shita
machi, which correspond roughly to the English terms uptown and down
town. In the outskirts around that center there lay the suburbs and small 
towns of the vicinity. Yamanote was the area in which the masters of Edo, 
the daimyo and the shogun's vassals, built their great mansions with the 
high buildings that dotted the western side of old Tokyo: Hongo, Koishi
kawa, Ushigome, Kojimachi, Akasaka, and Azabu. Afterthe Meiji Resto
ration, this area was largely inhabited by bureaucrats, the samurai's heirs, 
and scholars. 

In contrast, there was Shitamachi. It occupied the eastern part of the 
city: Kanda, Asakusa, Nihonbashi, Kyobashi, Honjo, and Fukagawa. As 
a result of the low land prices in Edo, many merchants and craftsmen 
lived here. In the area around Nihonbashi there lived many wealthy mer
chants, so it follows that in the original meaning of the term shitamachi 
there was no suggestion of a place for the poor. Moreover, as opposed to 
Yamanote, which was the base of the authoritarian culture that was 
handed down from the samurai class to the bureaucratic class, Shitamachi 
was an area in which a richer, more human culture flourished. 

From the latter half of the 1920S through the 1930S, first at the Shochiku 
Kamata film studio and later at the Shochiku Of una studio, a group of 
directors led the way in giving birth to the so-called Kamata and Ofuna 
schools. The most influential of these were Yasujiro Shimazu, Heinosuke 
Gosho, and Yasujiro Ozu. They were born and grew up the sons of the 
bourgeois class that inhabited the areas in which Shitamachi culture had 
ripened since the days of Edo: Kanda, Nihonbashi, Fukagawa, and oth-
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2 TADAO SATO 

ers. It was no mere coincidence that the Kamata and Of una styles born of 
their efforts excelled at expressing the delicately refined humanity of the 
families and relatives of the cities and the local societies. They hated gran
diosely moralistic themes. They preferred casual humor and pathos. 
Excluding wildly theatrical conflicts as boorish, they were charmed by the 
kind of story in which a slight misunderstanding between well-intentioned 
people gives rise to a conflict which is then skillfully resolved by a wise 
person. 

Heinosuke Gosha's I936 Moonlit Night Lady (Oboroyo no onna) is a 
story of adults who sympathetically understand the traumas of youth and 
try to save young people from the tragedy born of rash love. 

Yasujiro Ozu's I933 Passing Fancy (Dekigokoro) is a story of the poor 
working class. But even here Shitamachi is depicted as a place where 
warm people help each other along while wittily bantering among them
selves. Whether or not Tokyo's Shitamachi actually had such a warm local 
social culture is something that I don't know. Most of Shitamachi was lost 
in the fire that followed the Great Kanto Earthquake of I923. What 
remained was distorted so much by reconstruction that it is safe to say 
that the feeling of the Shitamachi of Edo has been lost. 

Heinosuke Gosho and Yasujiro Ozu learned about big city flair and 
picked up a refined touch from the American films of the same period, 
especially those of Ernst Lubitsch, the creator of the school of sophistica
tion in American films, which served as their textbook. In order to repro
duce the lost manners and ways of the residents of Shitamachi, they used 
the stylish manners of the New Yorkers, Parisians, and Viennese of the 
day as their examples. 

Although they were born in Shitamachi, they did not necessarily live 
there after they began making films. Nor in Yamanote either. Kamata, 
with its film studio, formed the southern outskirts of Tokyo and could 
almost have been considered the countryside, was a factory town. In the 
vicinity there were the developing residential areas of the suburbs. It was 
somewhere around there that they lived. In the I930S they made one film 
after another depicting the household lives of the company employees of 
the area. The group of films that emerged from that period represents the 
first interest in the lower middle class in film history. 

In Gosho's I93I The Neighbor's Wife and Mine (Madamu to nyobo) 
and Shimazu's I934 Our Neighbor Miss Yae (Tonari no Yae-chan), scenes 
of deserted fields covered with nothing but weeds and a few scattered 
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houses serve as the main set. They were probably filmed in the rising sub
urban residential areas around Kamata: the areas along the Mekama and 
Ikegami railways. In these two films, the intimate neighborly relations 
between families of two houses are warmly depicted. At the same time, 
there was so much open space there that it would be difficult to say that a 
town was being formed. However, in the films that they made there are 
certain things that lead us to hope brightly that if the number of families 
taking part in the network of intimate neighborly relationships were to 
increase, then a second Shitamachi would develop. 

However, Ozu's 1931 I Was Born, But . .. (Umarete wa mita keredo) 
and Shimazu's 1939 A Brother and His Younger Sister (Ani to sono imoto) 
describe the same kind of rising residential area's company employees, but 
the nuance is a little different. The protagonist of I Was Born, But . .. is 
the father of two elementary school boys who, in order to be promoted to 
his company's board of directors, moves close to the house of one of the 
board members. However, due to his sons' unseemly flattering of his supe
rior, he winds up in a difficult situation. In A Brother and His Younger Sis
ter, the other brother, a company employee, is often invited to his superi
or's home to play go. However, his colleagues criticize his behavior as 
nothing more than a plot to be promoted. He gets angry, strikes one of 
them, and leaves the company. He winds up leaving for China with his sis
ter in search of a new job. 

Somehow it seems extremely unlikely that this rising suburban residen
tial area will be able to form a local society along the lines of the tradi
tional Shitamachi cultural sphere that was knotted together by the solidar
ity that sprang from its humanity and jovial wit. 

During the Pacific War, the Japanese government organized groups of 
tens of houses together into neighborhood associations. These associa
tions helped the government control the lives of the city residents and faci
litated the rationing of food and other supplies. They also organized air
raid and other drills. 

Toho Production's Daily Battle (Nichijo no tatakai), the last film of Shi
mazu's career, was made in the final stages of the Pacific War. This film 
dealt with the neighborhood associations in the former suburban residen
tial districts, which were by then reduced to crowded slums. For the most 
part, the films made during this period were war propaganda vehicles, so 
it was inevitable that the efforts of the neighborhood associations would 
be featured. What we see in them is in no way similar to the old Shita-



4 TADAO SATO 

machi films, in which friendly neighbors laughed heartily, joking among 
themselves with a natural intimacy. On the contrary, neighbors who under 
normal conditions would not think of associating with each other are 
compelled in this time of crisis to acknowledge each other for the sake of 
the fatherland. 

Thus, as the 1930S ended, the Shitamachi of old Tokyo, with its beauty 
and humanity, became a thing of the past, a distant legend. Shimazu's 1937 
The Lights of Asakusa (Asakusa no hi) describes the hustle and bustle of 
Asakusa in the days before its brief destruction in the Great KantO Earth
quake. With its theater district, Asakusa was the center of Shitamachi. 
This film glorified the warmth and solidarity of Shitamachi's entertainers. 
Similarly, Toho's 1938 Tsuruhachi and Tsurujiro (Tsuruhachi Tsurujiro), 
directed by Mikio N aruse, is a nostalgic masterpiece that beautifully 
describes the warmth of the vaudevillians of Shitamachi at the turn of 
the century. Naruse, the son of a Yotsuya craftsman, trained at the Kama
ta film studio, where he learned under his masters, Shimazu, Gosho, 
andOzu. 

At the same time that the Shochiku Kamata studio and its alumni were 
turning out films that showed the old Shitamachi as a beautiful legend, or 
ones that took a realistic look at the lives of the company employees in the 
suburban residential districts, there was another studio that was produc
ing films of equal renown. This was the Nikkatsu Tamagawa studio. Its 
leading directors were Tomu Uchida and Tomotaka Tasaka. The former 
was a native of Okayama City, and the latter a native of Hiroshima prefec
ture who was reared in Kyoto. The fact that neither of them grew up in 
Tokyo is reflected in their works. Among the many works of the Nikkatsu 
studio that were not set in Tokyo, Uchida's 1934 Land, the story of a farm
ing village in northern Kanto, and Tasaka's 1935 A Pebble by the Wayside 
(Robo no ishi), which is also set in north KantO, stand out. However, 
since more than half of the dramas being made at the time were set in 
Tokyo, they too often depicted Tokyo'S life-style. However, in their ver
sions we see little indication of any appreciation for the flairful ways and 
jovial bantering of the people of Shitamachi. 

In Uchida's 1936 Theater of Life (Jinsei gekijo), a man of the people 
leaves the declining countryside for Tokyo, where he hopes to distinguish 
himself as a man of importance in the early days of this century. When he 
gets to Tokyo, he goes to the top of a hill in Ueno, where he stands at the 
base of the statue of Takamori Saigo, a hero of the Meiji Restoration. He 
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haunches his shoulders up like a hero and looks down on Tokyo. He 
enters Waseda University, located in the northwest of Tokyo, at the time 
still the edge of the countryside. Starting from a trifling matter, he gives a 
speech that arouses the other students. He thus fulfills his own dream of 
becoming a hero. 

There is nothing in this character to remind us of the flair and style that 
appealed to the directors of the Kamata studio. On the contrary, he em
bodies roughness, aggressiveness, and heroism, a typical countryman. As 
more and more of his type came to Tokyo from the countryside after the 
Meiji Restoration, the Shitamachi of the old days lapsed away naturally 
and became nothing more than a legend. 

Most of Uchida's works during the war were period dramas in which he 
did not deal with modern Tokyo life-styles. One of the few films that he 
made after the war that did deal with Tokyo was his 1955 A Twilight Bar 
(Tasagare sakaba). This work was set in the singing cafes that were popu
lar in the area around Shinjuku at the time. Although they were bars, 
there were chorus leaders who led the customers in singing Russian bal
lads and workers' songs. It cannot be denied that there was culture there, 
but it was an international leftist culture, a direct import that was neither 
stylish nor refined. On the contrary, it was rough, forced, and boorish. It 
had nothing whatsoever to do with traditional Edo/Tokyo culture. How
ever, with the perpetual march of modernization, foreign culture was 
incorporated as it came, inharmonious and ill-suited to its new environ
ment. This was but one IlJ.ore side of the bustling city that Tokyo had 
become. Uchida took this in its raw form and expressed it interestingly 
and forcefully, as one view of Tokyo's vitality. 

As an example of one of the few films that Tomotaka Tasaka made after 
the war that dealt with Tokyo, I must offer his 1958 A Sunny Hill Road (Hi 
no ataru sakamichi). This film dealt with the upper-class families around 
the Yamanote areas of Aoyama's Jingugaen. However, the spirit of those 
families is nothing like the natural emotional rapport of the families in the 
old Kamata studio's Shitamachi films. They also lack the proper authori
tarian manners and dignity of the traditional noble Yamanote homes. 
What we do find there is mere chatter, brightly rational to the point that it 
strikes us as unnatural. 

In the defeated nation that was postwar Japan, the people began to 
reflect on the ways of the old society. The realization that household per
sonal relations were not democratic was one cause of this. In the authori-
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tarian families, higher families one-sidedly ordered lower ones. Even in 
the unauthoritarian families, there was never more than a sentimental ex
change between parents and children and husband and wife, for whom it 
was difficult to have any reasonable discussion. In postwar Japan, these 
reflections led to strong encouragement of rational discussion in the 
schools and in society as a whole. The upper-class family that is depicted 
in A Sunny Hill Road strikes us an example of an ideal Western family, in 
which delicate issues that are normally hard to discuss are rationally and 
coolly resolved. 

Just as A Twilight Bar brought Russian ballads to Shinjuku bars, A 
Sunny Hill Road brought American democracy and creativity to Yama
note families. Due to the lack of a traditional foundation, the scene turns 
out unnatural, boorish, and forced. However, Japanese society has in fact 
changed as a result of foreign influence and pressure from inside to West
ernize. 

Although it is possible to consider Gosho's A Moonlit Night Lady 
(1935), A Flowerbasket Song (Hanakago no uta) (1937), Where Chimneys 
Are Seen (Entotsu no mieru basho) (1953), and Women and Miso Soup 
(Onna to misoshiru) (1968) and Ozu's Passing Fancy (1933), The Tokyo 
Inn (TOkyo no yado) (1935), and Who's Who in the Tenements (Nagaya 
shinshi roku) (1946), as well as many other films that dealt with Shita
machi, as one single group, there is no such thing as a Yamanote film 
realm. All we can say for sure is that most of the family dramas and melo
dramas that dealt with upper-class families were set somewhere in 
Yamanote. 

In Shitamachi works, it's usually not just one family that plays the main 
role but all the houses of the neighborhood that occupy important roles. 
The main aspects of such films are the general atmosphere of the local 
societies and the personalities of the neighbors who interact. 

In the family dramas and melodramas dealing with upper-class families, 
the neighbors rarely have important roles. In most cases, people from 
upper-class families don't care to associate with their neighbors beyond 
superficial courtesy. Therefore, while it is true that there are many films 
that depict the lives of upper-class families, even if they do take a look at 
individual households, they don't make any attempt to depict the customs 
and manners of the town. Thus it follows that no Yamanote film realm 
could develop. 

Ozu's 1937 What Did the Lady Forget (Shukujo wa nani 0 wasureta kay, 
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Gosho's I935 Life's Burdens (Jinsei no onimotsu), and Shimazu's I936 
Family Meeting (Kazoku kaigi), as well as many others, did describe the 
lives of the Yamanote bourgeoisie and lower middle class, but it is hard to 
say that they describe Yamanote itself. 

However, in some modern romances we do find significant Yamanote 
street scenes. One example of this is Gosho's Toho Production's Once and 
For All (Ima hitotabi no), made in the defeated Japan of I947. This sweet 
melodrama chronicles a couple who as students in the I930S were part of 
the leftist movement, separated with the coming of the days of militarism, 
and were finally reunited after the war. The heroine, the daughter of an 
upper-class family, lives in a Yamanote-style residence. The hero is a typi
cal Yamanote university student, living in one of the tall buildings of the 
area. They rendezvous in front of the Aoyama Jingugaen picture gallery. 

It was common knowledge at the time that Yamanote scenery was much 
better suited to intellectual couples than Shitamachi. It was Marxism, a 
Western doctrine, that influenced them into taking part in the leftist move
ment. The Yamanote scenes are filled with Western-style buildings, row 
houses, universities, art museums, cafes, tree-lined parks, and other prop
erly Western images. Thus, we can say that this film doesn't deal with any 
specific area, but rather that it treats the whole of Yamanote as a place 
where lovers like the couples in Western films might romantically whisper 
sweet nothings. 

Another Toho film, Until the Day We Meet Again (Mata au hi made), 
directed by Tadashi Imai, is a sweet antiwar romance of young lovers who 
are killed in the war. He's a university student, she a painter. They meet 
during an air raid at the Museum of Fine Arts in Veno Park, a typical 
Yamanote scene. She lives in an atelier in the middle of a coppice in a place 
that makes one think of Tokyo's western suburbs. The intelligentsia had 
traditionally been concentrated in Yamanote, the center of Tokyo, but 
from the I930S on, it began to move to the western suburbs. Therefore it 
was no rare sight to see a Western-style atelier there. In his room in his 
very Western Yamanote house, her lover gets lost in his studies of Italian 
philosophy. She paints oils in her atelier. Since they are intellectuals, they 
feel an intimacy with the West. Since they are intimate with the West, they 
are skeptical of militarism. For such a couple, Yamanote landscapes and 
its extension, Suginami and Setagaya, are just right. 

In the middle of the I930S, Toho, which produced these films, opened 
up a studio in Kinumura, a suburb west of Setagaya. Toho's top star in its 
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early days was Setsuko Hara. She perfected the role of a young lady of 
good bourgeois upbringing. She established herself in this role in films 
such as Shimizu's Light and Shadow (Hikari to kage) (1940). In this film, 
she plays the elegant young miss of a Western-style Yamanote home. When 
a young man, an upright, industrious intellectual working as a public 
health civil servant in Shitamachi, proposes to her, she beamingly accepts. 
This kind of film presented the young men of the time with an image of 
Yamanote as a bourgeois town filled with modern young ladies, just like 
the heroines of Western films, who eagerly await and accept the love of 
diligent young men. 

Setsuko Hara's Yamanote-style impression was similar to Kinuyo 
Tanaka, the top star in the period when Shochiku's Kamata and Of una 
studios were establishing the Shitamachi genre, in that both of them had 
mass appeal among the common people. The difference between the two 
lies in the styles of their films. 

It might help to add my own impressions of these films when I first saw 
them as a young boy growing up in a regional city. At the time, it was said 
that Shochiku's Shitamachi films possessed an extremely urban, refined 
sense, but I just couldn't understand this. If the intimacy of the personal 
relationships in Shitamachi's local societies became more palpable as the 
scene moved out into the country, I couldn't see why it should be consid
ered an urban phenomenon. Moreover, Toho's romances, which presented 
Yamanote scenes, seemed much more like the Tokyo of my imagination, 
simply because these manners were not to be found in the country. It 
seemed just like the West. At the time, I doubted that I'd ever have the 
chance to travel abroad, but I figured that I just might make it to Tokyo 
someday. But the Tokyo of my dreams wasn't Kinuyo Tanaka's Tokyo. It 
was the one where Setsuko Hara lived. 

Today, however, little remains of the old Shitamachi and Yamanote 
areas. The majority of the districts that the Shochiku Shitamachi films 
described have lost most of their residential population. They have 
become the pivotal center of the companies that drive Japan's huge econ
omy. However, the term shitamachi lives on, but it has taken on the mean
ing of an area swarming with relatively poor people. Therefore, it is no 
longer Nihonbashi, Ginza, and Shimbashi, with their business areas and 
luxury shops, but the areas in Tokyo's periphery that used to consist of 
rice paddies and factories that are considered today's Shitamachi. 

It was especially in the last part of the 1960s, when Toho's It's Tough to 
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Be a Man (Otoko wa tsuraiyo) series began its amazingly long popularity, 
that the term shitamachi came back to life. The main set for this series is 
Katsushikashibamata, located in a small town in the suburbs northwest of 
old Tokyo. As Tokyo grew, this area was swallowed up, but the old local 
society that was centered on its big temple reminds us of the communities 
that existed in Kanda and Fukagawa in the days of Shitamachi. It would 
be an exaggeration to say that we find here the same stylish urban sense 
that the residents of old Kanda and Fukagawa were so proud of, but for 
those who miss the good old days and fear that there is nothing left of the 
old Shitamachi but its unworthy heir, the suburban residential districts in 
which the only remnants of the past are some negative slices of Yamanote 
life-styles, a paper-thin solidarity, the knowledge that somewhere along 
Tokyo's edge there is an area with Shitamachi flavor is extremely soothing. 
The It's Tough to Be a Man series is the proper heir to Shochiku's Shita
machi films and thus has enjoyed a popularity of almost twenty years. 

For me, one of Tokyo's important features is that there is very little dif
ference between the areas in which wealthy people live and those inhab
ited by the poor. I'm certainly not an expert on the world's cities, so this is 
not based on an orthodox comparison, but it seems that in most cities, 
and especially in free-market societies, there is a definite division between 
the areas in which the wealthy gather to live and those filled with the poor. 
And on top of these divisions there are further subdivisions of wealth and 
poverty, and usually people live with others of the same level. There are 
cities in which simply by knowing in which district, on which street, and 
at which number someone lives, one can imagine his economic power. 

Tokyo too was once like this. In Ozu's What Did the Lady Forget 
(1937), we find a middle-aged gentleman known as "the doctor of Koji
machi" and "the widow of Denenchofu;' a middle-aged woman. In the 
Edo period, there were many great daimyo residences in Kojimachi. Even 
after Edo became Tokyo, it was still an area in which the imperial family 
and the aristocracy chose to build their great mansions. Until Japan's 
defeat in World War II, it was known as a special area where the elite built 
their residences. Since it was a typical Yamanote area, the name "the doc
tor of Kojimachi" alone suggests a rather bourgeois individual. Actually, 
he was a university professor whose house, although not quite an aristo
crat's mansion, was quite splendid. Denenchofu was not such an old, 
noble, upper-class district. In the 1930s, it was still a pastoral region, but 
from then on it saw the development of planned cities in which the lower 
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echelons of the upper class and the upper middle class, the new bourgeoi
sie, chose to live. It was especially known for its intelligentsia. In this film, 
the assistant to the doctor of Kojimachi is asked to tutor the junior-high
school-aged son of the widow of Denenchofu. At the time, a family that 
engaged a tutor for its son was quite bourgeois. 

However, after the postwar tax reform, the aristocrats and monied 
classes, who could not afford the huge property taxes, were forced to sell 
the mansions that they had established in Kojimachi. The present Koji
machi, with its business areas, student areas, and commercial areas, is a 
normal district. There are still some lovely residences, but they form only 
one part of the area. The image of a rising bourgeois residential town 
depicted in What Did the Lady Forget still remains in Denenchofu. How
ever, the former quiet residential town has become quite noisy. The resi
dents here were perhaps hit less hard than the aristocrats and wealthy 
classes of KOjimachi, but still there were very few who were able to pay 
the property and inheritance taxes after the postwar reform. This was true 
pretty much everywhere at the time. Those who inherited land and houses 
were forced to sell them, or at least part of them, just to pay the inherit
ance taxes. As the land was sold and partitioned, small houses began to 
appear. 

In other cases, because land prices in Tokyo were so high, parents parti
tioned the land on which they lived and built small houses for their chil
dren. The former town in which only splendid mansions were to be found 
became first a mixture of imposing residences and small houses, and as 
time passed the throng of small houses came to dominate. 

Many middle-class households were forced to partition their wide gar
dens and build one- and two-room apartments there. They rented these to 
students and working bachelors. In some cases, as the apartments became 
older, the areas began to resemble slums. However, these were isolated 
cases, and there was nothing rare about finding a beautiful house neigh
boring on such a deteriorating apartment. 

On the other hand, relatively poor areas that had been populated by 
small shop owners and workers, in which one found only small houses, 
were targeted by construction firms. They bought out the land on which 
several neighboring houses stood and on it put up so-called mansions. 
These were relatively modern and luxurious apartments in which com
pany employees lived. However, these new residents had a markedly dif
ferent spirit from the locals. The mansion depicted in Yoshimitsu Morita's 
Family Game (Kazoku geimu) (1983) is located close to the big industrial 
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zone that faces Tokyo Bay. The neighborhood is crowded with small 
houses and shops that give it a common man's atmosphere. With only one 
large mansion in the area, the company employees living there seem to 
have few social connections with their neighbors. 

Thus, it became quite difficult to find an area in Tokyo where one could 
see only large houses. On the other hand, it was quite difficult to find an 
area with only poor people. Composition Class (Tsuzurikata kyoshitsu) 
(1936), directed by Kajiro Yamamoto, is a fine work that describes the 
lives of the poor people living in the outskirts along the banks of the Ara
gawa River. Most of those in this area lived from hand to mouth. How
ever, since the employers of these poor people and their school teachers 
lived alongside them, we can't quite call the area a slum. 

The area depicted in Yasuki Chiba's Brickhouse Lady (Renga joko) 
(1940) is not specified, but with its town along a river bank, we can be 
sure that it is somewhere along the Aragawa River. Here, however, we 
find a true slum. The main character of Composition Class is an elemen
tary school girl who, even though she is poor, attends school in the after
noon. Without their knowing it, she writes straightforwardly about her 
parents. Her teacher praises her composition, and it appears in a famous 
magazine. The parents, who were criticized in the composition, file a 
claim, and the teacher has no choice but to apologize to them. 

Most of the children in Brickhouse Lady are working elementary school 
kids, or else they are obliged to take care of younger brothers and sisters 
while their mothers work. Because they can't attend school in the after
noon, the school holds night classes for them. Yoko Yaguchi, later to 
become Mrs. Akira Kurosawa, played the main role in this film at the age 
of sixteen. She attends these night classes. Clearly she isn't elementary 
school age, but when she was, she couldn't attend school, so now, at 
about the age of eighteen, she works during the day and studies reading 
and writing at night. One of her close friends is the daughter of a Korean 
junk dealer. It is a well-known fact that in the past there were many 
Korean nationals living in these slums. In this film we find no political 
criticism. There is no discrimination against the Korean family, and more
over they seem to be living quite amicably with their Japanese neighbors. 
Unfortunately, this realistic film avoids the question of discrimination and 
is thus an insufficient work. However, the fanatically militaristic Japanese 
government of the time, without specifying which scenes were offensive, 
simply stated that such a film as this one, in which only poor scenes are 
shown, was not constructive and thus prohibited its screening. 
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Thus, there were areas in Tokyo that were clearly slums, and there were 
films made about them, but they were banned. Now, however, there are 
no films describing Tokyo's slums. We do, however, find a town that is 
almost a slum in Akira Kurosawa's 1970 Dodeskaden. The doors of the 
shanty houses in this film are painted red and yellow according to the 
director's imaginative taste. It is a fantastic fairy-tale land and not a realis
tic look at the poor based on investigative results. One area of Tokyo that 
has been known as a hot spot for trouble in recent years is Sanya. How
ever, it is only in one part of this area, the rundown back streets with the 
hotels that the poorly paid day workers call home, that problems stem
ming from working conditions, workers' discontent, and friction between 
workers and the gangs that exploit them lead to outbreaks of violence. 

If They Get You, Get Them Back (Yararetara yarikaese), a documentary 
made in 1986, recorded an incident in which the day workers' union was 
attacked by a gang. The director of this film himself was killed by gang 
violence. In Tokyo, as well, there are areas where poverty leads to serious 
problems. However, they are not the kind of slums depicted in Brickhouse 
Lady. 

Of course, in Tokyo there are both rich and poor. There is a difference 
between areas inhabited by relatively rich people and those filled with rel
atively poor. There is a difference between areas that have a relatively 
stronger appeal to the intelligentsia and ones in which we find many 
workers. However, we do not find the trend prevalent in, for example, 
American cities, where there is a clear difference in class between the peo
ple of one district and those of another. On the contrary, there is a very 
strong tendency in Tokyo for people of various classes to live together. It is 
perhaps for this reason that, as a city, it is extremely difficult to maintain 
an orderly appearance in Tokyo. The whole of the city seems to be cov
ered by a confused, chaotic patchwork. It is precisely this disorder that is 
Tokyo. The former Yamanote, Shitamachi, and suburban features get lost 
with the times, the centers break up in each district, everything takes on 
the form of disorder. Fortunately, however, there are almost no slums and 
hardly any areas that make one think twice for his safety. For me, Tokyo 
has become an extremely democratic city, and I love her vainly. 

Translated by Larry Greenberg 

Tadao Sato is a distinguished Japanese film critic and the author of Currents in 
Japanese Cinema (Kodansha, 1982). 



Something Like Yoshiwara: 
The Cultural Perspective 

KEIKO McDoNALD 

AFTER A decade of working in 8 mm films, Yoshimitsu Morita (1950-) 
turned to 35 mm for a comedy of youth and high aspiration: Something 
Like Yoshiwara (No Yo na Mono, 1981).1 Let me call this twenty-third 
film of his inspirational comedy and try to explain why a Japanese direc
tor, working in 1981, might seek to attract an audience with the cultural 
perspectives offered in Something Like Yoshiwara. 

Morita has spoken quite frankly about his intentions (Nukumizu 1981, 
1°9): 

Violence and bloodshed and sex and lust for life are all good basic cinema 
material. But there are more than enough films based on those basics. What 
I wanted was different subject matter, unexplored territory and a new per
spective. 

Elsewhere, Morita has said that he wanted to make a film that leaves 
death out (Hibino 1981, 108-109). 

Morita's remarks suggest that he wanted to distinguish Something Like 
Yoshiwara from two kinds of youth-centered films popular in postwar 
Japan: the so-called sun tribe (taiyozoku) films of the mid-1950S and vari
ous nouvelle vague depictions of youthful discontent in the early 1960s. 

Representative films in the latter category would include Shinoda's 
debut film, One Way Ticket for Love (Koi no Katamichi Kippu, 196o); 
Yoshida's debut, Good for Nothing (Rokudenashi, 1960); and Oshima's 
second work, The Cruel Story of Youths (Seishun Zankoku Monogatari, 
1961). All three titles reflect the discontent of the generation that grew up 
in the postwar baby boom. Such films suggest that the horrors of war 
yielded to peacetime horrors of social change as Japan pursued prosperity 
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with relentless vigor. These children of the economic miracle see them
selves as paying the price for it. They consider themselves misunderstood 
and alienated, so it follows that they emerge on film as defiantly irrespon
sible and rebellious. 

"Sun Tribe" is a name derived from a novella, Season of the Sun, by 
Shintaro Ishihara, himself a college student when he wrote the book. The 
screen adaptation of 1956 offers a moral paradigm that would have a 
familiar ring to audiences for sun tribe and New Wave films alike. 

The plot concerns a group of students who dedicate themselves to sex 
and violence in response to life in the fast lane - rampant materialism 
takes its joy rides in sports cars and motorboats in this film. The student 
hero belongs to a boxing club. Weary of a casual love affair, he sells his girl 
to his brother. She proves to be pregnant and is talked into having an 
abortion. When she dies as a result, the hero cries out at her funeral that 
adults understand nothing about the younger generation. 

By 1981, Yoshimitsu Morita can be seen finding an interesting way to 
part company with the youth film formula of sex and violence. In Some
thing Like Yoshiwara, the youth of the 1980s are given a notable ingenue 
for a hero: this young man Shintoto is an unskillful beginner apprenticed 
to the traditional art of rakugo, or comic storytelling. The story concerns 
his life in relation to fellow apprentice performers, some high school girls 
engaged in extracurricular activities related to rakugo, and one girl in par
ticular, Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth works in a Turkish bath (the Japanese counterpart of the 
Western massage parlor). Wise in the ways of a Westernized world, she 
serves as a foil to Shintoto. Together with their friends, they suggest a gen
eration very different from the one seen in films twenty years before. 
These youngsters value laughter over anger and wit over seriousness. Not 
for them the grim ill-humor of rebellion. They have a place in the scheme 
of things - and of course, since their lives have so much to do with 
rakugo, we are not surprised to find them relaxed and fun-loving, with 
their own moral sense and aesthetic sensibilities, however limited in 
scope. 

The choice of a veritable tyro for protagonist in this film may seem odd, 
yet, as we shall see, Shintoto provides an interesting focus on traditional 
values which Morita sees as missing from the lives of so many young J apa
nese in the 1980s. Something Like Yoshiwara displays acts of filial piety 
and personal humility. Its young people know the meaning of cooperation 
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and social harmony. And their sense of personal integration has much to 
do with reverence for old, established customs. 

What sounds like a guaranteed recipe for pious propaganda works 
partly because Morita has found such congenial support for his argument 
in the world of rakugo. In order to understand how this is so, we need to 
pause for a quick look back at the development of this traditional narra
tive art. 

Rakugo began towards the end of the sixteenth century, when profes
sional entertainers in the service of feudal lords offered companionship 
and diversion on military campaigns. By the later seventeenth century, 
professional storytellers called hanashika were performing at crossroads 
and at private parties. This led to roadside shows and improvised stage 
performances during off-hours in restaurants. Then finally, what had 
become a vagabond art of comic storytelling found its first real home in 
1791, in a theater built for rakugo in Edo. At the height of its popularity, 
there were two hundred such theaters (yose) in that city. 

The term rakugo itself came into use as recently as the late nineteenth 
century. Since then, and especially since the war, competition from other 
forms of entertainment has gradually reduced the number of rakugo the
aters. There are only four left in downtown Tokyo, though radio and tele
vision help ensure the continuity of art. 2 

How, then, does a Japanese youth of the 1980s come to identify with the 
traditionalism implicit in this art form? The question is partially implied 
in a number of camera angles in Something Like Yoshiwara. Views of sub
urban high-rise apartment complexes flash across the screen, with all their 
associations of overcrowded loneliness and strife. 

Shintoto, interestingly enough, was not born into the city life. His 
Tochigi accent marks him as a country boy. We gather that the family has 
held to the old ways. Shintoto's father, for example, would never forget to 
send his son's teacher the traditional, "generous" yearly gift. 

In one scene, Shintoto tells Elizabeth that he had a chance to become a 
salesman, a job demanding an aggressive, high-pressure outlook. Instead, 
he wanted to become a performer of a traditional art. Many of his prefer
ences speak for the same traditionalist inclinations. The popular petite
bourgeois sport of tennis is not for him. He prefers ping-pong, the sport 
that brought Japan international renown before the Chinese took over. 

Shintoto is also a stranger to knife and fork. We see Elizabeth taking 
him to a fashionable Western restaurant for unfamiliar hors d'oeuvres and 
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the challenge of a steak. He much prefers chopsticks and tempura noodles 
in a downtown eatery. 

All this is consistent with Shintoto's aims in life. After all, rakugo is not 
high-brow but essentially plebeian art. Like Bunraku and Kabuki, it devel
oped in response to the needs of artisans and merchants in the Edo period. 
Director Morita means to show us a commendable young man whose 
choice lies with the art form that is accessible to him. 

We notice, too, that Shintoto's training prepares him to recreate classi
cal rakugo, not improvise the modern-day equivalent. It follows that Shin
toto responds to the positive values enshrined in the old-style apprentice
ship. His training demands respect for the master's superior knowledge, 
experience, and talent. Progress in this area means working hard and fac
ing up to one's youth and immaturity. 

The resulting relationship between master and apprentice may be seen 
as oppressive but supportive - a combination of feudal rigidity redeemed 
by the benefits of a close-knit family life. Thus the master serves as benev
olent surrogate father, as in the scene where Shintoto is given advice on the 
choice of rakugo topics suitable for him. These comments are encourag
ing, yet uncompromisingly critical of the raw recruit to the art. 

This, by the way, is benevolence in the Confucian sense - which is 
shared by the Japanese code of bushido. That is to say, benevolence is seen 
as a combination of rectitude and compassion. This is the formative virtue 
in what appears to be Morita's vision of the ideal society. It is not a demo
cratic society in the sense made dramatically familiar in the 1960s when 
notions of freedom were seen to include the young person's right to revolt 
against adults. Here, on the contrary, freedom's arrangements are hier
archical; adults remain in charge by virtue of their benevolence; young
sters reciprocate, prepared to do so by virtues like humility, respect, and 
loyalty. 

Harmony is also the key word in the world of rakugo. Harmony must 
prevail between master and apprentice; among apprentice performers 
themselves; and ultimately a kind of harmony must establish itself 
between rakugo performer and his audience. 

We see in the film an instance of harmonious fellowship as the appren
tices chip in for Shintoto's twenty-third birthday gift: a trip to the Turkish 
bath. The gift itself is harmonious in several senses. It carries with it the 
good wishes of Shintoto's fellow apprentices; and it expresses their sense 
that a trip to the bath will contribute to Shintoto's education. 
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Indeed, the image of a bath plays an important role throughout the 
film. Before the present-day Fitness Manias and Fatness Phobias took 
hold, one might have pointed to the nakedness of the public bath as a 
great equalizer of men and women removed from their status-conscious 
clothes. In any case, the public bath was a symbol of the culture of the 
common folk of the Edo period. It was a place of social interaction and 
education, all the more so since gossip served as news broadcast and 
access to covert activity in those simpler times. Thus, Shintoto and his fel
low apprentices are seen bathing together. As might be expected, a good 
many classical rakugo tales deal with life in the public bath. 

The ideal of harmony leads to a value put on behavior noticeably at 
odds with the aggressive competitiveness so much admired in other walks 
of life. Thus we have apprentice performers celebrating the promotion of 
one of their fellows. After years as an apron-stage storyteller, Shinmai will 
appear in the main program. (Interestingly enough, the phonetic sounds 
of his name signify "green horns" or "tender foot;') The other apprentices 
exhibit no signs of envy or frustration; all seem genuinely happy that hard 
work has reaped its reward. The camera, moving from face to face, con
vinces us that Shinmai's achievement inspires his fellows with the humble 
determination to follow in his footsteps. 

The pursuit of this art is portrayed throughout as a matter of steady 
progression. Shintoto's master says: "The older he becomes, the more a 
performer must refine his taste. The artist must perfect himself along with 
his art;' (As a footnote, the Herald Company, which distributed this film, 
came up with the following catchy phrase for the ad campaign: "Some
thing Like Yoshiwara is like Kentucky fried chicken." Needless to say, the 
film's director objected to this comparison.) 

Shintoto, meantime, is seen as anything but conspicuously talented. His 
girlfriend Yumi has noticed this. So has her father. Yet Shintoto presses on, 
believing in his future. Not for him the goal-less negativism of the sun 
tribe generation. He is obviously intended to serve as a model of deter
mined personal integration. This intent is expressed in the names of the 
apprentices too: all of them share a Chinese character signifying aspira
tion and determination. 

Morita is also anxious to show how important it is for these young men 
and women to develop a sensitivity to immediate and everyday experi
ence. Again, this invites comparison with received values and practices. 

The art of the haiku poet, for example, gives expression to the tradi-
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tional idea that everything in our daily lives is worthy of aesthetic appreci
ation, even (the classical instance) a bird dropping. That idea is rooted in 
the Buddhist perception of all earthly phenomena as fleeting and mutable. 
The virtue corresponding to this perception is compassion: the universal 
law of mutability inspires us to identify with all the world around. 

As with the haiku poet, the rakugo performer's subject matter is as close 
to home as home itself. The storyteller perfects his art, or creates new sub
ject matter, by looking near at hand. His focus is on the immediate, the 
common, the simple. He does not have time to fret about complexities of 
problem-solving - the issues of politics, war, and economics pursued with 
such vehemence by the youthful radicals of New Wave films. 

Morita is careful to locate Shintoto in the right part of town for him. 
Shintoto's apartment is in downtown Tokyo - Nezu, near Veno Park -
not uptown Yamanote with its fashionable residential decencies. Down
town Tokyo (shitamachi), along with its amusement area, Asakusa, for 
example, is closely linked with mass culture. This area still retains the 
atmosphere of the demimonde reminiscent of Edo-period popular culture. 
Though set in the Meiji period, Kafu Nagai's novella, The River Sumida
gawa, is a masterful evocation of that demimonde atmosphere still dis
cernible in the modern age where anglers sit leisurely in sight of tea houses 
along the river. 

What is this area, with its hustle and bustle of crowds and shops in 
Something Like Yoshiwara? At first glance, just another mass-market hell 
created by rampant commercialism. Morita wants us to approach it in 
another way, as Shintoto does in his long night walk after missing the last 
train home. He sets out on foot and, thanks to his humble receptivity, 
finds enduring beauties hidden among the tumult of modernization. 

I think that this sequence is the most captivating one in the film. It is 
almost dawn as Shintoto approaches home. He crosses the bridge over the 
Sumida River - the same where people still take leisurely boat rides, 
drinking sake, admiring fireworks, just as their ancestors did two centu
ries ago. Shintoto passes Yushima Tenjin, a shrine dedicated to the patron 
saint of calligraphy - Michizane Sugawara. He stops to worship at Asa
kusa Kannon, the temple dedicated to the goddess of mercy. Many enter
tainers claim her for their protector, as Shintoto does. 

Being the rakugo apprentice that he is, Shintoto describes new beauties 
as he discovers them; and in doing so, he awakens in us a feeling for the 
age-old beauties still vibrant in these familiar sights. Viewers in the West 
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might well be reminded here of Wordsworth's "Lines Composed Upon 
Westminster Bridge:' 

Shintoto's sensitivity to beauty need not seem a mystery. He comes by it 
naturally, thanks to his inner equilibrium. According to the traditional 
Japanese view of life, if a man is in harmony with himself, that harmony 
will extend to his world around. Shintoto, being at peace with himself, 
and his master and comrades too, is therefore free to sense the traditional 
beauties inherent in these common scenes of river and shrine and temple. 
Moreover, experiencing this affinity makes him a part of that tradition 
too. This sense of Shintoto's oneness with himself and tradition is beauti
fully captured by Morita's long shots fusing the young man's image with 
the stillness of the morning. 

However, this serene morning sequence features a bathetic conclusion 
reminiscent of the rakugo's cool wit (ochi). Right after Shintoto's depar
ture, Yumi has ridden a scooter to catch up with him at his last destina
tion - Asakusa Temple. A close-up shows Yumi calling out "greenhorn 
performer:' Her witty yet realistic remark appears to waken him from the 
reverie in which he has been the sole performer-guide introducing or rein
troducing an audience to the beauties of the commonplace. 

Along with these lyrical, introspective moods, of course, Something 
Like Yoshiwara offers abundant, most often spontaneous, laughter. As in 
rakugo theater, we laugh with the characters, not at them. As with 
rakugo, too, most of this good humor arises out of trivial everyday inci
dents - especially those whose comic potential comes as a surprise. 

The title of the film itself derives from the cliche "Something like x" 
favored by a famous rakugo performer in the piece called Tavern (Iza
kaya). The actor who plays Shintoto has a face made for humor - he is 
anything- but a "soft-touch" handsome leading man. Elizabeth says that 
his face reminds her of Al Pacino - an observation so deftly ironic that it 
triggers our laughter. So does his appearance. Shintoto and other appren
tice fellows are dressed like Ivy League boys - in the button-down style. 

In another scene, a live TV quiz show is being broadcast from an open 
square in front of a housing development. An old woman long past her 
prime appears as a contestant. After winning the quiz, she launches into 
an account of amorous adventure of the night before - a familiar topic in 
rakugo repertory. 

A more subtle kind of humor lies behind the scene in which the rakugo 
master's wife is shown receiving a notice of her high school class reunion. 
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The doorbell rings. She answers and finds a delegation of young girls from 
her alma mater. They have come to ask for her guidance in their rakugo 
studies. One of them says: "How old you've grown!" This is a good 
instance of rakugo's cool wit (ochi). It is obvious that the master's wife has 
been set up by the invitation; we see her imagining these young girls as a 
group of her former classmates. 

The film also contains a hint of another tool of rakugo humor: parody. 
In this case, the comic parallel is with Yoshiwara, the legendary red-light 
district that developed alongside Kabuki, Bunraku, and rakugo. This is to 
say Yoshiwara represented popular culture in the Edo period and after. At 
the height of its prosperity, the courtesans of Yoshiwara were famous for 
their accomplishments in tea ceremony, flower arranging, and musical 
performance. The love affair between some handsome, fashionable Kabu
ki actor and a gorgeous Yoshiwara courtesan was a staple of fascinating 
gossip in the old days. 

Thanks to the Anti-Prostitution Law of 1958, our view of the Yoshiwara 
establishment has shifted to the Turkish bath that replaces it. Elizabeth is 
a present-day parody of the courtesan of yesteryear. She may work as a 
masseuse, but she has her accomplishments. She loves Penguin paper
backs (not Japanese translations but originals) and classical music. She 
shops at elegant boutiques, not in any Discount City. 

This good-natured parody extends to her beau as well. Shintoto's fun
nyman face and simple country ways offer a comical antithesis to the leg
endary good looks of the fancyman who courted Yoshiwara courtesans. 

There are, however, some wholesome reversals in this parody. The rela
tionship of these modern lovers strikes us as refreshingly sane and gener
ous. Elizabeth can afford to take Shintoto to a fashionable restaurant, so 
she does. Unlike her counterpart in days gone by, she is not under contract 
to her place of work - not a slave to the badly paying arts of pleasing. 
Thus, after she breaks up with Shintoto, she chooses to follow her profes
sion at a mountain resort area with clean air where she can play tennis and 
jog. Here, relocation obviously represents a shift in values, a clear case of 
city slicker traded in on country wholesome. 

These modern lovers even know when to let go and become "just 
friends:' When Shintoto tells Elizabeth about the high school student 
Yumi whom he is seeing, she accepts this change gracefully. She says that 
there is nothing wrong with it. Not for these youngsters of the 1980s the 
classical pattern of love triangular, nor the classical ending of so many 
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Bunraku and Kabuki plays where feudal love affairs so often end in dou
ble suicide, thanks to a tragic infatuation and intolerable social pressures. 

Finally, in Something Like Yoshiwara Morita's rather orthodox camera 
works deftly, following and commenting on this unique fusion of highly 
serious subject matter treated with a kind of humor whose appeal is firmly 
rooted in Japanese culture. 

As in so many films of the masterful Ozu, Morita's camera remains 
fixed throughout. He has this to say about it (Nukumizu I98I, HO): 

I filmed without panning in order to experiment. A director should try any 
style in order to keep making pictures . . . I wanted to escape any resem
blance to the sense of rhythm and speed associated with the 8 mm films I 
had made. This meant adopting a somewhat unorthodox method, creating 
a rhythm by means of a fixed camera rather than a moving one. 

Morita achieves the desired effect very simply in Something Like Yoshi
wara. In I43 minutes there are just over 430 shots. In any given scene, 
reverse-field shots are rarely used; this contributes to a feeling of uninter
rupted flow. The action is fast-paced, as is the sound-track music featur
ing a wide variety of instruments and styles. 

Since the film is about youth, speech patterns too emphasize the fast 
and light. Even older persons in the cast are carried along by the prevail
ing youthful tenor of the dialogue. A notable example occurs in the scene 
in which Shintoto's master advises him on the choice of rakugo subjects. 
This is a serious and important moment for the young apprentice, but his 
verbal responses are quick. The effect is a far cry from the solemn pacing 
of similar scenes in Ozu films - as, for example, when an elderly couple 
converses in a manner conspicuously monotonous and slow - the hus
band's speech being characteristic of the famous actor Ryu Chishu. 

A similar instance is provided by the live broadcast quiz show men
tioned before. Here, the elderly female contestant's speech is offset by the 
crisp, smooth pattern of the show's professional host. After all, harmony 
between the generations is the keynote of Something Like Yoshiwara. 

Long takes are used very sparingly in this film. Morita does make deft 
use of this technique in the scene where Shintoto is waiting for his order of 
tempura noodles in a downtown eatery. A fellow apprentice drops in and 
sits opposite him. They gossip about Shintoto's recent activities - his love 
life in particular. Compositional variation is provided by the waitress 
moving to and fro. This long take works to evoke the leisurely atmosphere 
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of the downtown cafe where middle-class people like Shintoto relax and 
take their time eating. Such an eating place falls somewhere midway 
between the quick-turnover fast-food joints patronized by workers in a 
hurry and the fashionable restaurants where Elizabeth treats Shintoto to 
haute cuisine, Western style. 

A number of Japanese critics have been troubled by the apparent lack of 
logical continuity in various scenes. A second viewing, however, estab
lishes transitions concealed by Morita's severe economy of means. Thus, 
at the beginning of the film, Shinmai, a married man, is seen flirting with 
the masseuse in the Turkish bath. A cut then shows him eating rice balls. 
No intervening shot has "explained" this shift from episode in the bath to 
life on the domestic front. Morita is fond of such elisions and makes us 
feel their worth the more we yield to the rhythmical flow of action that 
gives the film a continuity of a different sort. 

On the whole, Something Like Yoshiwara offers a fascinating combina
tion of highly traditional values surviving, in present-day form, in the lives 
of ordinary Japanese youths. 

Keiko McDonald is associate professor of Japanese literature and cinema at the 
University of Pittsburgh. She has published Cinema East: A Critical Study of 
Major Japanese Films (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1983) and Mizoguchi 
(Twayne, 1984). Her current project is a book entitled The Japanese Classical 
Theater in Films, to be published by Fairleigh Dickinson University Press. 
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"Four Hundred Years in a Convent, 
Fifty in Hollywood": 

Sexual Identity and Dissent in 
Contemporary Philippine Cinema 

GINA MARCHETTI 

UNTIL THE televised death of political OppOSitlOn leader Benigno 
Aquino in 1983, the Philippines appeared in the U.S. media as simply 
another taken-for-granted American ally. Years of increasing poverty and 
desperation, civil war, and martial law seldom made it to the front pages. 
Now that Marcos has been overturned by the wife of that dead opposition 
leader, the Philippines has enjoyed increased news coverage. Even so, 
despite a colonial and neocolonial connection to Spain and the United 
States, Philippine culture remains obscure and remote to many in the 
West. 

Contemporary Philippine cinema does, however, offer some possibili
ties for understanding the nature of cultural change and political resist
ance in that country. All the films examined in this study were produced 
while Marcos was still in power. They offer some insight into the ways in 
which an opposition can make itself felt in the most repressive of circum
stances. Films made since Aquino took power have only just begun to fil
ter out of the country, and it will be interesting to see how filmmakers will 
react to new political circumstances. 

This analysis of Philippine cinema looks at films made in the late 1970S 
and early 1980s by filmmakers who have, in one way or another, identified 
themselves with anti-Marcos forces. Interestingly, many of these films deal 
with the interrelationship of sexuality and political dissent. Some use 
prostitution as a metaphor for other types of oppression, and others look 
at the patriarchal family as a microcosm of the repressiveness of the state. 
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Some of these films were censored for stepping outside of political or sex
ual boundaries; however, they still manage to provide fantasies that either 
condemn those in power or hint at liberation. 1 

HOLLYWOOD AND THE PHILIPPINES - FANTASY AND RESISTANCE 

Although indebted to Hollywood for institutional and aesthetic norms, 
Philippine cinema - like other Third World cinemas - remains dramati
cally different from its Hollywood model. Most Philippine films fit within 
the bounds of Hollywood conventions for the presentation of mild resist
ance,2 so that the explicit expression of actual political discontent seldom 
finds a voice (Marchetti 1987). However, the Philippines also manages to 
support a cinema of resistance composed of oppositional filmmakers like 
Lino Brocka, Mike de Leon, and other "new wave" Philippine directors. 
Although winners of international awards, these films are not primarily 
made for the festival audience or for the educated elite at home. Rather 
these are popular films, made for a mass audience, that also happen to 
expand on that seed of resistance within the Hollywood norm to a point 
beyond ideological recuperation. 

Often, this place of contradiction, ambiguity, mystery, or ideological 
excess is occupied by a woman in the film text. Women can serve double 
duty as symbols of oppression, sacrifice, and perpetual victimization, 
while also acting as sex objects that reify relations of dominance and sub
ordination. Third World female viewers can identify with a critique of 
both roles of victim and sex kitten usually found in these films as well as 
read these narratives as metaphors for other types of oppression. Male 
viewers, on the other hand, remain free to read these films as allegories of 
their own oppression or simply enjoy them as titillating spectacles of 
women's sexual humiliations. 

At the same time, oppositional films can find their way through Byzan
tine censorship regulations as simple romances, melodramas, or "women's 
pictures." Since, in the Philippines as well as in the United States, the bed
room remains a space generally separate from the political arena, actual 
political and economic relations of power can be discussed freely in stories 
that appear to be simple chronicles of women's miseries - ostensibly with
out allegorical significance. 

Furthermore, within Western thought, which has been imposed upon 
and, through the years, internalized by the Philippine film audience, 
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power relations are often imagined/fantasized about in sexual terms -
just as, conversely, sexual relations are thought of as power struggles 
within our own repressively sexist culture. Although the importance of 
sexuality and the way sexual relations are constructed as power relations 
within patriarchy may be obvious within any feminist analysis, the equally 
important sexualization of racial, class, or neocolonial relations of power 
too often remains obscure. 

It can be argued that all hierarchical relations within Western culture 
are somehow imagined as and acted upon as sexually rooted. Looking at 
the Hispanization of another native population, the Aztecs of Mexico, 
Tzetan Todorov notes the following equation within Spanish discourse 
about the native peoples: 

Indians children (sons) women (wives) animals (monkeys) 
Spaniards 

= 
adults (fathers) 

= 
men (husbands) 

= 
human beings 

= 

savagery violence matter body appetite evil 
forbearance 

= 
moderation 

= 
form 

= 
soul 

= = 
good reason 

Todorov (1984, 153-154) goes on to observe: 

It is futile to speculate whether the image of woman has been projected on 
the foreigner or the foreigner's features on woman: both have always been 
there, and what matters is their solidarity, not the anteriority of one or the 
other. 

The equation always serves the same end: to assure white male supremacy 
over people of color and women of all colors. 3 

With this feminization of the colonized and enslaved, a reaction on the 
part of the oppressed might be expected to take the form of a reaction 
against anything seen as this debased "woman" within themselves or their 
culture. Certainly, soft-core pornography, which constantly emphasizes 
male prowess, provides one of the staples of Third World cinema screens 
for this reason. However, even a cultivated "machismo" in Philippine or 
Latin American culture leads back to an equation of identity exclusively 
with sexuality. Ironically, in a hectic conquest of women, oppressed men 
simply remain in a sexualized domain, placed with women, outside the 
prerogatives of real power. 

The representations of women or of sexual relations that would likely 
be found exclusively in "women's films" in the United States have a very 
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general appeal in the Third World and with marginal audiences in the 
West. For example, in the Philippine cinema, women have very active 
roles within narratives - albeit in the romantic or domestic spheres - that 
privilege the heroine's point-of-view. In fact, it can be argued from an 
examination of these films that strategies of viewer identification may be 
rather different from those analyzed within current film theory. Within 
this theory, viewer identification is seen as constructed from the male van
tage point with women figuring as specular objects, forcing female view
ers into a sort of subject-object, active-passive schizophrenia of identifica
tion. Rendered "impotent" and "passive" economically, politically, and 
culturally by neocolonialism, just as women find themselves robbed of 
autonomy and voice within patriarchy, the Third World audience of 
mixed gender can recognize the lie of that imposed passivity and enjoy a 
fantasy in which "passive" women become active agents of resistance and 
occasionally actual rebellion. Within this reception context, therefore, 
female characters take on a different dramatic force. In fact, it may even 
be argued that, within Third World and marginal film practices, the femi
nine, rather than the masculine, point-of-view is actually privileged. 

Therefore, in the Philippine cinema's reworking of the melodrama and 
romance, the contradictory nature of women's place and the power 
dynamics of the sex-gender system take on an added dimension. Sex 
stands in for other power hierarchies - racial, economic, political, cul
tural - and finds a way to mark a point of resistance and subversion 
within those other realms. Quite conservative generic patterns of narrative 
identification are turned on their heads, and the ideological complexity of 
those maligned forms comes to the surface. 

Also, and for similar reasons, many of these narratives deal with homo
sexuals - primarily gay men, but also lesbians. In this case, sexual 
marginality stands in for more generalized oppression. The homosexual, 
as the representative of the maligned and powerless, serves as a point of 
identification for all those who may be searching for an identity beyond 
the stigma of neocolonialist, sexist, or racist definitions of the self. 

Sexuality becomes a common point of reference. Within the complex
ities of the sexual realm, resistance can find a somewhat free - if limited -
expression because of the marginal status of this aspect of life within West
ern thought. Cinema sexuality can be fantasized, reworked, rebelled 
against, or reconstructed in a way in which real relations of power could 
only be changed by revolution. 
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WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL LEGACY: 

Bona ENTERS HOLLYWOOD'S CONVENT 

Lino Brocka's Bona (1980) begins with a series of dramatic high-angle 
shots of huge crowds participating in and observing the annual procession 
of the Black Nazarene. On the ninth of January each year, a life-size figure 
depicting Jesus stumbling while carrying the cross up to Calvary is 
paraded through the streets of the Manila district of Quiapo. Throngs of 
frenzied men struggle to pull the statue or at least touch it during the pro
cession (see Mayuga and Yuson 1983). The procession and its accompany
ing devotional practices represent - in a symbolic, cultural shorthand -
the contradictory nature of fanatical devotion, a beatified subservience, 
and the mystification of power. 

Bona (Nora Aunor), a face in the crowd and the film's heroine, observes 
the procession with a bored nonchalance, eating a popsicle. After all, the 
feast of the Black Nazarene is an exclusively male affair, and Hollywood 
strikes a more responsive chord in Bona's heart. In the next scene, which 
parallels the first, Bona again plays the role of passive observer, now on a 
low-budget movie set. Gardo (Philip Salvador), a bit player, catches her 
eye, and Bona becomes his first and only obsessively devoted fan. 

Bona embodies the Philippines' dual colonial legacy of Spanish Catholi
cism and American capitalism. Her movie fanaticism has an obvious reli
gious dimension. Gradually, as Bona draws closer to her idol Gardo, her 
actions parody Catholic ritual and the lives of the saints. First, she plays 
the Good Samaritan - offering drinks to Gardo on the movie set, holding 
an umbrella for him in the rain, and rescuing him after he is beaten in a 
dark alley. She takes him to his shack in Tondo, Manila's worst and most 
notorious slum, and stays to nurse him. She never leaves. Selfless, Bona 
acts in all the cliched roles patriarchal culture has condemned women to 
fulfill - maid, nurse, cook, companion, virgin, whore, and mother. 

If Bona lives a Catholic colonial fantasy of unending, unrequited devo
tion to the personification of her Hollywood movie-star ideal, Gardo lives 
out a different colonial dream. Pursuing the American Dream, he is out to 
get ahead, using the limited resources of his good looks to his best advan
tage. Hollywood defines both their dreams, and these contradictory 
expectations are equally fantastical and unrealizable. 

If Bona begins with an exploration of a certain sadomasochistic root of 
religious devotion, the film goes on to examine the ramifications of the 
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master-slave relationship as a parody of domestic relations and heterosex
ual romance. Alienating both her own family (for example, Bona's 
brother almost kills her at their father's funeral) and Nilo (a slum dweller 
who wooes Bona, gets discouraged, and marries another), Bona jumps 
from one domestic frying pan into another, bleaker one. Although Gardo 
certainly does not represent the ideal mate, his relationship with Bona 
clearly comes close to marriage. As a result, their union exposes all the 
harsh realities of traditional marriages - for example, beatings, infideli
ties, humiliations - without any of the romantic whitewash that may 
obscure the actual power relations involved. 

Bona, finally disillusioned, takes a radical step and attacks Gardo with 
his own boiling bath water. The emotional appeal of this dramatic gesture 
of resistance for a marginalized, subaltern audience is self-evident, and 
Brocka's fantasies of extreme subjugation and limited rebellion do well at 
the box office. Here, the political aspect of Brocka's oeuvre surfaces. 
Underneath an appealing fantasy of vengeance, Brocka presents the audi
ence with a very unappealing image of its own thoughts and preoccupa
tions. His analysis of oppression revolves around the psychopathology of 
victimization and focuses on the oppressed's willingness to be complicit in 
his or her own destruction. Through Bona's masochism, Brocka demysti
fies the sacred cow of both Hollywood and the convent - love. 

Brocka uses fantasy to analyze the hegemonic power of ideologically 
constructed emotions. Bona's values and aspirations are products of both 
Catholic dogma and the American Dream, of movie stars and saints. Her 
place of subjugation has been shaped for her by institutions that exist to 
perpetuate the status quo by creating dead-end dreams and presenting 
half-truths as absolutes. Brocka certainly recognizes this power of ideol
ogy to limit and mold thought, so that oppression seems not only natural 
and inevitable, but desirable and ultimately fulfilling. 

At first, Bona's masochistic self-abnegation seems extreme; gradually, 
however, the "rightness" and "correctness" of her servitude become appar
ent. If she had remained an obedient daughter or had become a dutiful 
wife to Nilo, her fate would have been different in degree, but not in kind. 
Bona's choice fulfills her desire to be a cheerful slave, and Brocka's ambiv
alent presentation of her character as "crazy" or "grotesque;' but funda
mentally sympathetic, confronts the viewer with his or her own acquies
cence to domination. Since Bona is neither the poor waif of Victorian 
melodrama nor a self-conscious opponent of the system that oppresses 



Figure 1. Nora Aunor and Philip Salvador in a scene from Lino Brocka's Bona (1980). 
Photo courtesy of the Film Center, School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 

her, an empathetic identification with her character must conjure up 
ambivalent feelings and difficult questions for Philippine viewers. 

Given extratextual associations most in the Philippine audience would 
readily pick up on, Bona seems to take an even more aggressive stance vis
a-vis its audience. Angel Grey Domingo (1984, 43-44) notes that a great 
deal of Bona's power for the Philippine viewer comes from the recognition 
of Nora Aunor's own status as superstar: 

Once a movie fan herself, Aunor broke the crippling tradition in the Philip
pine star system by reaching unparalleled heights of stardom in a society 
that favors the mestiza or light-skinned heroine. In Brocka's estimation, 
Aunor "emerges from the masses to become a sociological phenomenon" 
and "the lower classes see in her the articulation of their secret desires." 
Aunor boasts of thousands of fanatical and loyal devotees who have ele
vated her to the status of a saint. Many of these "Bonas" hound her con
stantly, some even installing themselves in her home to work as unpaid 
aides, servants and babysitters. Fist fights and brawls have occurred in 
defense of her name and honor. 
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The marked similarity between Bona's relationship to Gardo and the audi
ence's own worship of their beloved Aunor may challenge the film audi
ence to look at its unquestioning devotion in a more critical light. 

Bona is not the only contemporary Philippine film to self-consciously 
consider fantasy as complicit in the perpetuation of oppression. Several of 
Brocka's and Mike de Leon's films, for example, deal with the power of 
the film industry and the power of the Catholic church to generate emo
tions, values, and aspirations that uphold the dominant ideology and the 
powers it represents. 

De Leon's Itim (1976), for instance, uses Easter Week ritual flagellations 
and mock crucifixions of the faithful to underscore its critique of the mys
tifying power of the landed gentry. The events depicted in Brocka's Jaguar 
(1979), on the other hand, take place at the edges of the entertainment 
industry - in the world of soft-core porn and sexy comic books. In de 
Leon's Batch '81 (1981), allusions to the films Cabaret and A Clockwork 
Orange serve as shorthand references to not only the cultural imperialism 
of Western media but also to incipient fascism and the horrors of both 
authoritarianism and anarchy. 

A fundamental discontent with authority finds expression in the lan
guage and imagery of those institutions that perpetuate it. Living within a 
Catholic society dominated by American business and consumer culture 
necessitates a working through of contradictions inherent in that particu
lar cultural matrix - using images, ideas, associations formed within 
those ideological parameters. If Hollywood and the church create the 
ideological chains that bind, they may also hold the keys to release them. 

POVERTY AND THE BODY: THE EROTIC ECONOMY 

Contemporary Philippine films focus on bodies - with a visual and narra
tive attention to the very physical side of existence. For the poor, power
less, often disease-ridden and hungry, the body becomes the bottom line of 
existence. It functions as a last token of control over the self, a last sign of 
survival, the last and only object left to rely on for money. 

Within an economy ravaged by neocolonialism, prostitution exists as 
both fact and as metaphor for the lives of all those who must "sell them
selves" - for example, their moral identities, their ethical values as well as 
their physical bodies - to survive. In Manila, prostitution is not only a 
fact of life, but an indicator of the total destitution of a large segment of 
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the population. Benigno Aquino eloquently pointed this out before his 
death (Sherman 1984,16-17): 

I mean, people today are hurting. My God, today Manila is the center of 
prostitution in Asia. When your young women start selling their bodies, my 
friend, that's the best indicator that your economy is bad. But when I4-year
old kids are peddled by their parents, you don't have to be an economist to 
know that you've hit bottom. 

When I was a newsman, everybody used to laugh at me when I'd go to a 
foreign country. The first thing I would do is look for prostitutes. If there 
were between five and a dozen on one corner, then you'd know that the 
economy was shot. But if you couldn't find them, and had to go to the 
police and pay them to help you find a piece of tail, then you knew that the 
economy was booming - because women wouldn't sell their bodies. Look 
at the prostitution in the Philippines today. It's a sign of corruption at every 
level and of the total desperation of the people. 

In Philippine cinema fantasies, prostitution not only provides an excuse 
for the erotic display of women's bodies and a reification of their power
lessness (as it does in Western cinema), but it also allows for a spark of rec
ognition from men as well as women in the audience. Impoverished and 
powerless viewers can see their own situation represented within these 
fantasies - their own desperation, their own lack of control over the most 
intimate features of their lives. 

Brocka's Manila: In the Claws of Neon (1975) explores the fact that 
rural men and women often find themselves sold into urban prostitution 
and actual slavery because of the continuing decline of traditional rural 
economies. Julio (Raphael Roco, Jr.), a young man from the countryside, 
goes to Manila to search for his childhood sweetheart, Ligaya (Hilda 
Koronel), who had been recruited to go to the city to work as a maid and 
who had subsequently disappeared. 

Julio manages to land a job at a construction site - his first introduc
tion to wage labor and to the fact that he must sell an alienated part of 
himself for the profit of others in order to survive. The truly physical price 
of his labor quickly becomes evident. A worker faints from hunger. One 
worker falls to his death, leaving his family destitute in the slums. Because 
of this death, his sister is later driven into prostitution when the slum she 
lived in is cleared by the military police under government order to eradi
cate poverty by burning down the houses of the poor. 

After being cheated of his wages by the bosses, Julio and several others 
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eventually find themselves laid off. Since Julio can no longer sleep at the 
construction site, he wanders the streets of Manila. After prostituting 
himself figuratively at a job that could have led to mutilation or death, 
Julio now literally becomes a prostitute. One of the prostitutes in a park 
takes pity on the starving, exhausted Julio and brings him to his own 
apartment, feeds him eggs and meat, and gives him a place to sleep. One 
night, Julio wakes and realizes his new roommate is making love to 
another man. For him, prostitution is a warm, dry room and a meal 
ticket. He convinces Julio that prostitution is indeed preferable to the 
uncertainties and dangers of heavy labor, and Julio decides to try selling 
himself for a living. After disappointing his first wealthy client at a brothel 
for male prostitutes, however, Julio gives up and returns to the streets. 

Eventually, Julio discovers Ligaya has been sold as a concubine to a 
wealthy Chinese merchant. Although he does manage to kill his lover's 
captor, Manila ends at the point at which Julio, too, is about to be cap
tured or killed by an angry mob in a dead-end alleyway. 

Like Bona, Manila, on the most superficial level, is a sensationalized 
melodrama relying on all the stereotypical features of the traditional 
mold - from maniacal foreign villains to violated innocents (conveniently 
killed off after being "tainted" through no fault of their own) and ingenu
ous heroes at the mercy of unscrupulous power-mongers as well as a bevy 
of unfortunate circumstances attributed to the uncertain vicissitudes of 
Fate. However, although Manila's plot does owe its share to Dickens and 
European operatic traditions, the film remains open to a quite different 
interpretation as an allegory of the impossibility of unalienated, self-ful
filling labor and love in a world in which both are reduced to prostitution 
- to the sale of the self for survival. 

Often, cinematic treatments of prostitution look at the sale of sexuality 
as either an indication of the essential immorality of women or as a warn
ing to men of their wives' or daughters' peculiar susceptibility to victimiza
tion. Usually, this sale of women is portrayed as a theft, a threat to men's 
property rights over women's bodies. Moreover, that threat also often 
hides an incipient racism and serves as an excuse for the suppression of a 
minority group or an attack on a foreign country. Although Manila may 
seem to be true to this formula, the film actually deviates from the typical 
Hollywood depiction of prostitution in several important ways. 

Manila does not comfortably support the usual strict separation drawn 
between women as captive victims and men as active saviors. Rather, Julio 
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suffers nearly the same fate as Ligaya. A captive of his own poverty and 
powerlessness, he prostitutes himself to survive in the streets. Unlike The 
Searchers or any other variation on the hero-in-search-of-the-female-cap
tive theme, Manila does not present the viewer with a potent, morally 
superior, "masculine" force as a figure of identification. On the contrary, 
Julio can only fully appreciate sexual slavery and the debasement of pros
titution by becoming a prostitute himself, and it is through this "feminiza
tion" that he comes to realize the power and prerogative of wealth. 

Manila redraws boundaries, reclassifies the supposedly obvious. Thus, 
homosexuality does not represent a vice or a sin but rather an erotic terri
tory invaded and tainted by capitalism. The scene in which Julio makes 
his debut as a prostitute provides a case in point. Julio appears - dressed 
simply in a tee shirt and trousers - with about a dozen other young men in 
a hallway. On display, Julio has been stripped of his identity and is as com
pletely objectified as women usually are under the male gaze. What may 
appear "natural" to the viewer - that is, female prostitution - now star
tles because of the switch in gender role expectations. 

Moreover, the analysis of prostitution as a parallel for capitalist wage
labor is underscored by the fact that the homosexual prostitutes are pre
sented in a quite different light from their clients. Julio's client may be read 
as stereotypically homosexual; however, his most negative attributes 
could be attributed to his class rather than sexual preference. Similarly, 
Julio's roommate and the other male prostitutes do not suffer from the 
same negative stereotyping. In addition, although Ligaya's captor may fit 
the stereotypes associated with Chinese villains in Philippine cinema, 
Manila emphasizes that his power over Ligaya comes from wealth rather 
than some sort of ethnic degeneracy. Throughout the film, prostitution 
offers a powerful metaphor for other forms of exploitation arising from 
class as well as gender differences. 

In fact, the parallel can be taken a step further. Since a standing govern
ment order under Marcos allowed for the destruction of slum dwellings at 
will, driving, in this case, Julio's co-worker's sister and countless other 
men and women into prostitution, prostitution becomes not only a fact of 
poverty but a direct result of government oppression. Indirectly, but 
surely, the government guarantees the conditions that make prostitution 
widespread as surely as it allows the violent suppression of unions or the 
elimination of slums to safeguard against organized riots. 

Like Manila, Brocka's Jaguar (1979) deals with traffic in bodies, and, 
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like Bona, it is a study in the psychology of the oppressed, in the dynamics 
of why the slave remains loyal to, and even loves, the most grotesquely 
inhumane master. 

Jaguar opens with a montage of its protagonist Pol do Miranda's (Phillip 
Salvador) daily preparations for his job as night security guard. Images of 
a calisthenics chart, weights, sweat-drenched flexed muscles, trimmed 
mustache, carefully polished shoes, clean tee shirt, and precisely set watch 
testify to the care Poldo takes of his body. Like Bona's Gardo (portrayed 
by the same actor), Poldo sees his only escape from poverty in the success
ful exploitation of his physical prowess. Gardo saw himself as a lover, and 
Poldo sells himself as a fighter. His nickname, "Jaguar;' tells it all. A Taga
log play on words which comes from an inversion of "security guard;' the 
name bears witness not only to his profession but to the fact that he is 
treated as, and must act as, an animal, a strong, mindless, exclusively 
physical creature, to survive. 

One evening, Sonny, the son of the owner of the prosperous printing 
house where Pol do works, gets into a fight with his sometime rival, some
time pal, Derek, over a woman. Poldo intervenes and brings Derek to the 
floor. Impressed by his employee's fighting prowess, Sonny "befriends" 
Poldo and allows him to act as his personal bodyguard. 

Relations between Derek and Sonny deteriorate further when an 
aspiring actress, Cristy (Amy Austria), appears on the scene. Like Poldo, 
Cristy is a product of Tondo who sees her body as her only possible way 
out of a life of poverty and desperation. Originally Derek's "discovery;' 
Cristy soon attaches herself to Sonny, whose father has not only publish
ing interests but also connections in the film industry. 

Gradually, as Sonny's lover and protegee, Cristy begins to build a mod
elling and acting career. Because of continued threats from Derek, Cristy 
and Poldo are thrown together more and more frequently as Cristy comes 
to rely on Poldo as guard, chauffeur, and servant. Both in the same situa
tion, totally dependent on Sonny's good wishes, reduced to purely physi
cal objects, standing as ornaments or watchdogs for a master barely con
scious of their existence, Cristy and Poldo become lovers. Whether their 
affair comes about as a rebellion against Sonny's authority or as a respite 
from the roles they each must play to stay in his good graces remains 
ambiguous. 

Like Julio and Ligaya, Poldo and Cristy fully understand each other 
because Poldo, as a man, has placed himself in the situation usually asso-
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ciated with women in patriarchal culture. As Sonny's loyal menial, Poldo 
must take on characteristics usually attributed to women - for example, 
subservience, obedience, self-effacement, and dependency. In fact, before 
kissing him, Cristy accuses Poldo, as he cooks her dinner, of losing his 
masculinity in Sonny's service. She even intimates, at another point, that 
Sonny is bisexual and may be interested in Pol do for reasons other than 
personal security. However, before Cristy manages to seduce Poldo, she 
realizes that the question of a loss of masculinity is a red herring, since she 
too has given her own identity up to be Sonny's mistress and a simple 
object of display, a "star" rather than a real actress. Both have destroyed 
their hopes and ambitions by becoming Sonny's slaves, and they have 
done so eagerly. 

Even Cristy and Pol do's love affair does not interfere with the continua
tion of each's dependence on and complete subservience to Sonny. Either 
simply the physical coupling of two kindred spirits or a budding hidden 
expression of anger toward their boss / master, this love affair is presented 
with the same attention to the details of the human anatomy and the sheer 
power of the characters' physical presence as earlier scenes featuring 
Poldo's fighting prowess or Cristy's commercial attractiveness. Thus, the 
sex scenes underscore this attention to the body as an object of display and 
as a means to an end economically or socially, while also adding an ironic 
dimension to this theme by allowing the physical, erotic expression of a 
class solidarity, a secret resistance. If Poldo's and Cristy's bodies belong to 
Sonny, it is through those possessed bodies that they express a dissident 
self-identity. 

The scene that follows also has an erotic dimension, but of a totally dif
ferent order. Poldo has been asked to see Sonny at his father's estate. As he 
and Poldo exchange words, Sonny glances through his closet filled with 
dozens of shirts and trousers. Sonny carefully selects a shirt to wear. He 
exchanges glances with Poldo and an erotic tension builds - underscored 
by the sensuality of the colorful, silky clothes Sonny handles and the lav
ishness of the setting. Sonny notices Poldo's interest in his clothes and 
gives him several shirts he no longer likes to wear. 

However, instead of asking for sexual favors from his trusted and 
attractive bodyguard, Sonny asks for something quite different in ex
change. Instead of sex, Sonny seductively makes Poldo agree to carry an 
illegal firearm to insure his safety. Here, Sonny's manipulation of Poldo 
takes its most decisive turn, and the fact that this coercion is coded as sex
ual reinforces the intimate connection drawn between power and eroti-
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cism, social mobility and desire in many of Brocka's films. The gifts of 
shirts and a gun promise an intimacy between master and servant, a 
shared secret and risk, a kind of love that insures the perpetuation of Son
ny's power. Wearing his clothes, Pol do has been visibly marked as Sonny's 
property, and the phallic gun marks Pol do in yet another way as Sonny's. 

Poldo, ironically, in the execution of his calling to act as guard and pri
vate policeman for the rich and powerful, steps over to the other side of 
the law by killing the wealthy Derek. Unwittingly, he becomes a rebel, a 
criminal, a man on the run from the authority he so desperately wanted to 
identify himself with and protect and defend at all costs. When Pol do 
finally does turn on Sonny, his act of defiance comes too late, and he ends 
up imprisoned like a caged animal at the film's conclusion. 

Prostitution stands as a very powerful metaphor for both the victimiza
tion of women and the exploitation of the worker within Philippine cin
ema; however, the patriarchal family itself serves as an equally powerful 
metaphor for incipient authoritarianism. If prostitutes must sell their com
modified sexuality to survive, women within the patriarchal household as 
wives or daughters must also suffer the consequences of the rights men 

Figure 2. Philip Salvador in the 1979 Brocka film, Jaguar. Photo courtesy of the Film 
Center, School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
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have over their sexual identity and their physical bodies as pieces of per
sonal property. 

Many of these films create particularly horrific images to represent a 
man's prerogative to dispose of the body of a wife, daughter, or mistress as 
he wishes. Brocka's You Have Been Placed in a Balance and Found Want
ing (1974), for example, begins with a series of images of an aborted fetus 
intercut with the horrified mother's screaming and contorted face. Later, a 
wealthy landlord's son learns his father drove the "village idiot" into 
insanity through this forced abortion of his child. De Leon's Itim relies on 
a similar plot line that follows a son's coming to grips with his father's 
exploitation of a woman's body, which leads to her death during a forced 
abortion. In Kisapmata (1981), de Leon goes a step further and exposes 
the corruption of patriarchal privilege through the story of a police cap
tain who impregnates his daughter and terrorizes and eventually kills her 
and the husband she has coerced into marriage. Similarly, Brocka's Insiang 
(1978) focuses on a horrific story of the sexual abuse of a daughter, 
Insiang, by her mother's lover, Dado. 

On one level, these films dealing with the loss of control over the body 
function as political allegories. The roles of lover, wife, mother, mistress, 
and the like blend together and become tantamount to prostitution. Eco
nomic desperation and political oppression underlie all these roles. 
Although these "slaves" consent to their servitude in a sense, viable alter
natives never seem to figure in these narratives. Rather, although the indi
viduals strike out in films like Bona, Manila, and Jaguar, the system 
remains to crush any other dissenters. Unable to voice this explicitly with
out fear of censorship, these texts imply that the authority of the system 
itself must be overturned. Here, the father or lover or boss stands in for 
the government or church or American business, and these texts insist that 
these neocolonial institutions must be eliminated. Beginning with the vul
nerability of the body and its sale as a commodity, Philippine filmmakers 
are able to sow the seeds of a more general critique into seemingly innocu
ous stories of victimized prostitutes, workers, and discarded women. 

THE UNITED STATES MILITARY, THE AMERICAN DREAM, 

AND THE PHILIPPINE BOURGEOISIE 

If Brocka tends to focus on the lives of the poor in the Philippines, de Leon 
almost exclusively deals with the Philippine bourgeoisie in his films. Simi-
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larly, if Brocka sees the intrusion of American dreams and values and the 
impossible hope for a promised social mobility as important elements in 
the lives and dreams of the slum-dwellers, de Leon chooses to examine the 
bitterness at the heart of even the limited fulfillment of that promised 
American Dream for the middle classes. In his films, de Leon manages to 
take a critical look at this class within Philippine society and at the brutal 
authoritarianism that keeps it in power. 

Of all de Leon's films, Moments in a Stolen Dream (I977) may, at first, 
seem to be the least critical and the least political. In fact, it is very much 
in the Hollywood mold and appears to deny any purpose other than to 
entertain and turn a profit. At first, Moments looks like any other modern 
Hollywood romance. Ana (Hilda Koronel) runs away from home, trying 
to reconcile herself to the fact that her "ideal" marriage is a sham. Joey 
(Christopher de Leon), shaken by the sudden death of his girlfriend in a 
car accident, must make a similar decision either to follow convention and 
conform to his family's desire for him to study medicine or to pursue his 
own dream of becoming a musician. When these two confused people 
meet, their love is doomed at the outset. Neither can simultaneously make 
choices and carryon a love affair weighed down by the guilt of memories 
of an abandoned husband and a dead lover. 

However, on closer examination, complications begin to appear. Ana 
and Joey face problems familiar to any American viewer. Gradually, the 
fact surfaces that these characters are Filipinos living in a world defined by 
American ideals and American problems. When Ana's complaints about 
her husband appear on the screen in flashback, they are complaints 
created by her envied economic position - for example, Ana dislikes 
entertaining her husband's insipid business associates; her husband works 
day and night and ignores her; Ana must conform to her husband's notion 
of proper dress and demeanor so that he can maintain his class standing 
free of comment. In other words, Ana rebels against an American-defined 
notion of what a wife should be. 

Similarly, Joey's life seems not to be significantly different from the life 
of any university student in the United States. As has been the case since 
the American colonial period, all higher education in the Philippines is 
conducted in English. In the schizophrenia of a neocolonial world, Joey 
studies the large intestine in English but dreams, sings, and makes love in 
Tagalog. Tagalog may be in his soul, but English signifies his place within 
the ruling hierarchy. 
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Later in the film, Ana and Joey go sightseeing in the Luzon mountains; 
an Igorot tribeswoman in traditional dress brings an offering of grain to a 
Spanish colonial altar. The realization that Ana and Joey are spectators in 
their own country begins to surface. Their hearts are colonized by a differ
ent nation, but they pay a similar tribute to alien values. 

All of these things - Christmas fund drives asking for old clothes and 
"love;' English biology lessons, Coke and Hershey bars - seem so natural 
a part of the characters' lives that commenting on them may seem inap
propriate. However, taken as a whole, as a system of meaning that stands 
as a foreign presence in the lives of two very vulnerable individuals, the 
fundamental ambivalence of Philippine petite-bourgeois life begins to 
emerge. Like the car that killed Joey's girlfriend before the events of the 
principal plot line even take place, symbols of affluence and prosperity, 
American cultural icons, ideas, and commodities also bring danger and a 
potent threat of not only physical but cultural annihilation. Thus, unlike 
other Hollywood romances and melodramas that it so closely resembles, 
Moments offers a quiet but clear subtext that seems to imply that the 
American Dream may not be worth living at all. 

If Moments hints at the pervasiveness of the American military in the 
Philippines, Lupita A. Concio's Once a Moth (1976) goes much further in 
its representation and critique of the blind disregard of many Filipinos for 
the culturally debilitating consequences of this overpowering foreign mili
tary presence. Within the genre of the melodrama, Once a Moth unfolds 
like a case-by-case documentary expose of American military excess, cor
ruption, and abuse. 

A young nurse, Corazon dela Cruz (Nora Aunor), plans to immigrate 
to the United States with her boyfriend, who wishes to enlist in the United 
States Navy. (From American colonial times to the present day, Philippine 
nationals have been allowed to join the U.S. armed forces, and many do 
so to escape the grinding poverty of the Philippines, send money home to 
relatives, live out a life in the American "promised land;' etc.) The film 
opens with a discussion of the death of a small boy near the base who had 
been shot by an American guard. On television, Neil Armstrong takes his 
first step on the moon. The image ironically underscores the range of 
activities, power, and lack of human regard of the American military. 
However, this juxtaposition of United States military presences - earthly 
and celestial - also underlines the promise of America for Corazon, her 
fiance, and many of her neighbors. America promises security, power, 
technology and wealth, and Corazon's old grandfather is simply dismissed 
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as senile when he speaks of Philippine nationalism, cultural identity, and 
the importance of anticolonial resistance. 

However, as Corazon tries desperately to secure a visa, the racism 
inherent within the American system becomes gradually clearer. Although 
many find a way to emigrate simply by asking for a tourist visa in order to 
"see snow" while on holiday, others become victims of the system. For 
example, Corazon's fiance loses his chance to emigrate when his mother's 
American "friends" turn against her. After years of service to Americans 
and the U.S. military, a chance to live out the promise of this believed-in 
ideology of "freedom;' "wealth;' and "happiness;' guaranteed regardless 
of race or national origins, never materializes. 

Finally, when Corazon's younger brother is "accidentally" killed by an 
American soldier near the base, immigration becomes impossible for her. 
Once a Moth ends with an ambiguous image of Corazon looking on as an 
American soldier is run down by a jeep. She does nothing - any belief in 
American justice or the equality of American society gives way to the 
poetic justice of this "accident:' 

In Moments and Once a Moth, romance and family melodrama act as 
vehicles for the examination of the interrelationship between American 
ideals and the realities of Philippine middle-class life. Like Bona, these 
films deal with the foreign definition of Philippine desires, with the debili
tating consequences of neocolonial definitions of happiness. Once again, 
by centering these narratives on those at the edges of this middle-class 
existence (for example, women, children, and adolescents), these films are 
able to criticize these taken-for-granted aspirations. Although Moments 
barely whispers its complaints, while Once a Moth shouts its anger, both 
films underscore their critiques of American cultural hegemony through 
the use of the domestic realm. In these films, political and economic rela
tions become personal relations, and the power of these narratives lies in 
their ability to discuss global issues in very intimate terms. 

PHILIPPINE FEMINISM: SEXUAL AND POLITICAL REVOLUTION 

Traditionally, women in the Philippines have been very active in anticol
onial and radical political movements. In fact, Lino Brocka's opera film, 
Lament (1976), recounts the story of one such female revolutionist, 
Gabriela Silang, who led an army of two thousand against Spanish colo
nial forces in the eighteenth century. 

Perhaps some of this impetus toward political activism on the part of 
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women has come from the real losses women suffered under Spanish and 
American rule (see Rojas-Aleta, Silva, and Eleazar n.d.). In the majority 
of pre-Hispanic Philippine societies, women enjoyed an equal footing with 
men in inheritance and property rights, divorce and marriage obligations, 
and many other aspects of public and private life. Although most chiefs 
were men, priestesses seemed to be preferred to priests for religious cere
monies. The Christianization and imposition of Spanish law on the Philip
pines curtailed most of these traditional rights. During the American colo
nial period, only an educated female elite found itself better off, and the 
lives of most Filipinas remained pretty much the same. Current feminist 
stirrings in the Philippines draw on the traditional rights and status of 
women in the country, a history of female involvement in resistance, and a 
commitment to issues involving class and neocolonial, as well as gender, 
inequalities. In "Profile of Filipino Women;' Isabel Rojas-Aleta, Teresita 
Silva, and Christine Eleazar (n.d., 3) note: 

It is rather ironic that current women's liberation movements seek the very 
advantages the Filipinas' ancestors enjoyed. It would appear as though the 
entry of the colonizers in the country led the Filipina into a long circuitous 
path where she will eventually approximate what she was before. 

Marilou Diaz-Abaya's Moral (1982) deals with the changing lives of 
women in contemporary Philippine society. Like Once a Moth and 
Moments in a Stolen Dream, Moral focuses on the Philippine middle 
classes, depicting a world of limited privilege for men and a decidedly 
second-class role for women. 

Diaz-Abaya weaves her narrative around the lives of four young 
women who "come of age" in various ways through the course of the film. 
M oral freely roams across a wide range of experiences - including mar
riage, motherhood, careers, drug abuse, and political activism. 

In a rambling, episodic, "soap opera" style, Moral carefully shows both 
the surface of institutions and the oppression and contradictions that lie 
beneath. This strategy begins in the film's opening scene. An almost pic
ture-perfect wedding is shown - a bride in a white gown, flowers, light 
streaming into a church. The priest instructs the bride, "Let wives be sub
ject to their husbands ... ?' Although the women in the film find them
selves subjected to their husbands' desires, they continue to struggle for 
their own identities distinct from the roles sanctioned by church and mid
dle-class mores. The romantic escape of marriage and the happy endings it 
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has promised are undercut immediately. As Moral progresses, this dialec
tic interplay of ideal and actuality surfaces in a variety of situations that 
underscore the tensions between tradition and a new order, patriarchy and 
nascent feminism. Change disrupts old relations as new ones struggle to 
form, and what eventually emerges is a growing and urgent solidarity 
among women. 

Although their friendship ties them together, each of the women in 
Moral leads a very different type of life. Maritess (Anna Marin), the preg
nant bride, becomes tied to a husband, Dado, who tries to shape her into 
his own ideal image of a wife - that is, domestic, passive, dependent, and 
perpetually pregnant. Kathy (Gina Alajar), on the other hand, wants des
perately to be a successful singer. Unfortunately, she lacks talent and train
ing and, therefore, decides to sleep her way to the top. Sylvia (Sandy 
Andolong), a divorced mother, must come to grips with the fact she still 
loves her husband, Robert, who left her to live with a male prostitute. 
Lastly, Joey (Lorna Tolentino), falls in love with a political activist, Jerry, 
who is in love with Nita, also an activist. Even when Jerry and Nita go 
underground together in the New People's Army, Joey cannot quite give 
Jerry up. 

Although, on the surface, Moral adopts a style that would not be at all 
out of place in a standard Hollywood melodrama, several telling scenes in 
the film question this apparently cozy familiarity. These scenes show the 
main characters making love or in startlingly explicit sexual situations, 
usually only found in soft-core pornography or what is known in the Phil
ippines as the "bold" film. Within the conventions of the male-dominated 
film industry, explicit sex in films usually signifies one thing - the display 
of the nude female body for the enjoyment of the male viewer. However, 
in Moral, to borrow the terminology John Berger (1972, chapter 3) uses in 
Ways of Seeing to describe the depiction of women in oil painting, the 
women appear "naked" rather than "nude" in these scenes. Instead of 
idealized nudes to be possessed by the viewer, these characters reveal 
themselves as "naked" people so that the lies behind the surface of sexual 
relationships can be exposed. Relations in the bedroom, so often romanti
cized, here reflect the actual oppression of women in everyday life. 

Each sex scene gets at the "truth" behind the appearance of a relation
ship. For example, in one scene, Sylvia goes to bed with a man she met at 
work. As they make love, the camera gradually moves in on Sylvia's bored 
expression. The television's glow and background hum underscore her 
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complete lack of real interest in her new lover. The scene changes; Robert 
and his lover are curled up in bed asleep. Quietly, Sylvia enters, silhouet
ted against the light of the doorway. Robert lifts the covers to let her in 
bed. Later, Robert and his lover welcome Sylvia to dance with them, 
embracing, in front of a fire. Here, as in the other relationships explored 
in Moral, an attempt is made to redefine the nature of love - both homo
sexual and heterosexual - and its representation in the cinema. Although 
meant to be "shocking;' these representations go beyond mere exploita
tion. They try to explore alternatives and look for ways both to reveal 
inequality and to point to change. 

Certainly, in the use of explicit sex scenes to further the narrative and 
explore relations among characters, Moral does break new ground. Here, 
the merging of romantic and revolutionary passion in Jerry's relationship 
with Nita and the search for alternatives to monogamous, heterosexual 
relations by Sylvia attempt to question assumptions about sexuality. How
ever, Moral seems to draw the line in its treatment of lesbianism. The only 
lesbian character in the film is depicted as a heartless exploiter of other 
women as she and Kathy take advantage of one another in the recording 
industry. Therefore, Moral really fails to explore yet another possible 
alternative to the male-dominated, heterosexual norm. 

However, despite this, the film's real breakthrough in its depiction of 
women comes not in an attempt to redefine male-female relations but in a 
passionate stab at redefining the relations women have with one another. 
Given the loose construction of Morafs narrative, the film has the free
dom to digress and show the four girlfriends' interaction with each other -
for example, chatting, confiding secrets, having slumber parties, getting 
high, going to bars. Although these scenes usually add little to the plot, 
they show, in a relaxed and apparently improvised way, the bonds that 
exist between women in an often repressive and male-defined society. 

Dramatically, this exploration of women's relationships reaches its apo
gee in the sequence devoted to Joey's caring for the pregnant Nita. At first 
reluctant when asked by Jerry to care for his girlfriend, Joey gradually 
grows both closer to Nita and, metaphorically, to the cause of the New 
People's Army, the rebel group to which Nita and Jerry are so committed. 
After Jerry is killed in the field and Nita returns to have her baby, the link 
between women's solidarity and political activism becomes even stronger. 

In fact, the birth of this baby comes to symbolize a hope for both per
sonal and political change toward which most dissident Philippine films 
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seem to be striving. A feminist call for reform seems impossible without 
broader economic and political changes within Philippine society. In 
Moral, the New People's Army acts as that matrix through which women 
may also find a new identity. 

CONCLUSION 

The films discussed here as examples of a dissident wing of the popular 
Philippine cinema draw on a Hollywood model to make a clearly political 
point. However, instead of drawing on the Hollywood social problem film 
or other possible formulas, these films tend to fit into a genre that is not 
usually associated with the exploration of political issues or ideas - the 
melodrama. Most of these films are "weepies;' "women's films;' which 
involve female protagonists, romance, domesticity, and that sphere of life 
so guarded from the public realm, the political arena, or any of the stuff 
from which resistance most often seems to be made. 

The marginality of the genre, however, does allow the melodrama to 
express resistance under the guise of simple entertainment. To take this 
maligned genre and stand it on its head by exposing the political implica
tions of domestic life is the improbable task the Philippine cinema does so 
well. In addition, these films draw important parallels between the nature 
of the oppression of women and other forms of class and racial subjuga
tion operating within Philippine society. 

Unquestionably, this cinematic resistance is limited. The dissident Phil
ippine cinema remains tied to the same devices that contain resistance 
within Hollywood films. However, the ways in which these films negoti
ate these limitations and find avenues for alternative expression have 
important ramifications for the development of a popular cinema of resist
ance in other contexts. Because of the seductive hegemony Hollywood 
exerts over most of the world's cinema screens, feminist and other radical 
cinemas must be sensitive to that form and its pleasures, alert to its contra
dictions, and aware of the possibility of resistance on that so familiar, but 
ideologically so alien turf. 

Gina Marchetti teaches in the Radio-TV-Film Division, Department of Commu
nication Arts and Theatre, at the University of Maryland, College Park. She has 
published articles in the Journal of Film and Video, Jump Cut, Afterimage, Jour
nal of Communication Inquiry, Film Reader, and Millennium Film Journal. 
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The Hindi Film Song and Guru Dutt 

DARIUS COOPER 

WESTERNERS have always been puzzled by the overabundance of 
songs and dances that every commercial Hindi film seems to carry. Com
pared with the Western tradition, where song and dance are generally con
fined to the musical genre, the indiscriminate use of song and dance in the 
Hindi film seems to confuse the rational Western mind even further. In 
order to understand the Hindi film song phenomenon I propose to point 
out first the great importance it has in the average Indian's life, both as an 
integral part of a particular filmic situation and as an isolated independent 
musical entity, and second, how it became a remarkable cinematic 
moment communicating aesthetically the appropriate thought and emo
tion in the hands of a brilliant filmmaker, the late Guru Dutt. 

An ordinary day in India, be it in a city or a village, begins with devo
tional songs called bhajans on All India Radio. Although these are semi
classical compositions by nature, they are so traditionally embedded in the 
bloodstream of the average Indian that every Hindi film, no matter how 
crass and vulgar, tries to squeeze in a bhajan or two as a part of its song 
repertoire. Once the purity of the morning (and the music) recedes, the 
Hindi film song, like America's popular soap operas on television, takes 
over the radio and continues throughout the day. Even the J awans - the 
Indian Army soldiers guarding the Himalayan borders - have two or 
three Hindi film song programs especially beamed at them every single 
day. On television (which is government controlled) and scheduled daily 
from 6 P.M. to IO P.M., the most popular program is "Chayyageet;' a 
musical roundup of Hindi film song clips usually arranged around a par
ticular theme, such as songs relating to a particular festival that is just 
around the corner, or songs featuring a popular film pair, or patriotic 
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songs, or songs personifying a particular emotion or sentiment. Even in 
the remotest of Indian villages where the level of illiteracy is high, every 
peasant knows at least forty to fifty Hindi film songs by heart. Next to his 
plough and bullocks, the transistor radio (a 1970S revolution in India) is 
his favorite companion. In the big city, every small and big shop has its 
radio playing Hindi film songs full blast. If the owner is too busy or care
less to turn it on first thing in the morning, then his first customer will nor
mally make up for this unpardonable lapse by switching on the set. With 
the Hindi film being the country's cheapest form of entertainment, it 
comes as no surprise to see the Hindi film song holding the average Indian 
completely in its mesmeric spell. Even hardened music purists admit its 
charm over them. 

Professor Ashok Ranade (1980, 5), in his thought-provoking essay, 
"The Extraordinary Importance of the Indian Film Song;' writes convinc
ingly about the ubiquity of the Hindi film song. He says: 

Even a very cursory historical glance reveals that in the Indian context, film 
music has been very much confined to being a song - at least in the earlier 
stages of the art. Within a year of the advent of the talkies, we had Indra
sabha (1932) with its 71 songs! A little later, when the enterprising Wadias 
produced a film without a song (Naujavan, 1937), the viewers were so dis
gruntled that the producers started screening a trailer seeking to explain the 
unexpected absence of the song-cushions! 

This tradition continues, and with the advent of the mass media it has 
become even more intensified. One must remember that the Hindi film 
song has an important dual function to perform. It is both a part of the 
filmic narrative and a song that can exist in complete isolation from its 
cinematic source and become, by virtue of its own musical merits, the per
sonal choice of the individual who takes the trouble to memorize and sing 
it when his own social or personal situation demands it. Outside every 
Hindi film theater, it is a common sight to see vendors selling song books 
containing all the lyrics of the particular film running there. These are 
cheaply produced books that sell off quickly after each show. One has 
therefore to take into consideration the songs' composer, lyricist, and the 
playback singer. These three are stars in their own right in addition to the 
actor or actress and the film situations in which the songs appear. In the 
1950S, when a popular playback singer, Talat Mahmood, made the tal
ented composer Salil Chowdhary's song (all song translations are mine) 
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Itna na mujhse tu pyar jata 
ki main ek badal awaara. . . . 

Don't shower me with so much love 
for I am, like a cloud, just a vagabond 

few realized that the song was based on the opening theme from Mozart's 
40th Symphony in G Minor. (The Bee Gees did a disco version of the same 
work in Saturday Night Fever.) But even when the discovery was subse
quently made, the song's popularity did not in any way diminish. In fact, a 
learned music critic, Bhaskar Chandavarkar (1980, 74-75), defends the 
song by stating categorically that in spite of its Mozartian borrowings, 

Salil Chowdhary's song does have almost all the features we have seen in 
traditional [Indian classical] music .... It is a Sa- [the first notation in the 
Indian classical musical scale] related cyclic, pattern-oriented song with 
Hindi as a language .... We do notice the use of tala [beat] instruments 
which are not there in the G Minor Symphony. In the mind of those who do 
not know this symphony of Mozart - it is a fast song in raga Asavari. 

By reverting the song to the Indian musical tradition we see how inevi
table the position of the Hindi film song is. In the olden days, a Hindi film 
sometimes would have more songs than dialogue and narrative. To have 
twelve to fifteen songs was common. In today's Hindi film, the songs are 
considerably fewer, seven to ten at the most if it is a multistar, big-budget 
film. But interestingly enough, the film situations in which these songs 
appear have hardly changed over the years. That is why the contribution 
of a great artist like Guru Dutt becomes so significant. He was the only 
Hindi filmmaker, to my mind, to give the Hindi film song its intrinsic 
artistic and aesthetic validity. But before evaluating Dutt's consummate 
artistry, let me define a couple of popular song situations that an average 
Hindi film is bound to have. So cliched have they become over the years, 
that Indian spectators today troop out of the auditorium whenever a 
filmed song appears on the screen. Ever since the advent of the record 
industry, most Hindi film songs are released into the market much before 
the film in which they are featured begins its customary city run. Since 
contemporary Hindi film directors take no pains to vary these song pictur
izations or present them in a different, original way, the spectators, 
already familiar with the music, which they have heard on records, care 
very little for its filmic moment. 
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Here are some familiar Hindi film song situations: 
The wooing in the woods sequence. The scene is usually pastoral with a 

bird's-eye view of the lovers singing and dancing, rolling in the meadows, 
running down hills, and the like. The oft-repeated shot is of one parmer, 
large in the foreground, walking from left to right singing, while the other, 
tiny in the background and usually on an elevated plane, keeps parallel 
distance and responds in song. Another common shot is the camera's 360-
degrees pan around a tree with the couple sitting on a branch lost in the 
magic of each other's lyrics. 

The cabaret/nightclub number. This is garishly produced with vamp, 
hero or heroine, fat ugly extras, all decked in sparkling, outrageous cos
tumes, the orchestra duly in the pit, revolving stage and lights, and lots of 
vulgar exhibitionism all around. 

The solitary song of remorse. The rejected, gloomy hero is either at the 
piano wishing the woman he can't love a happy future with her chosen 
husband or, with the customary liquor bottle, is staggering down a 
deserted street baying at the stars. The heroine is often made to sit at the 
windowsill with a tear-streaked face, hair conspicuously lit from behind, 
complaining to a studio moon about the sun having gone down, the moon 
having come up, and still, my dearest, why haven't you come? 

The festival song. The whole village joins the hero or heroine with all 
the familiar icons of the festival displayed to loud music. 

The fantasy song. This is either a Westernized version of a waltz, a 
disco or rock-and-roll number on stage, or a watered-down version of the 
classical dance such as bharata-natyam or the kathak, with a resplendent 
stairway to the sky on which the dreamed individual would appear, do the 
song-and-dance routine, and disappear. 

Every art form establishes a tradition, and every new artist finds his 
individuality confronted by it. He either succumbs to the established tradi
tion or he rebels against it by starting a new tradition of his own. The 
Hindi film industry has its own tradition which even today continues to 
stagnate in spite of stereophonic sound, better equipment, bigger budgets, 
and so-called offbeat mannerisms, styles, and plots. But in this glamorous 
and superficial art-illicit world of the Bombay-based film industry, an art
ist did arise - a man who came quietly into the Hindi film scene and dared 
to make different Hindi films. Pained by the unreceptiveness of a hostile 
and largely indifferent public, he continued to make films of a very high 
artistic caliber. He wanted his films to be always commercially acceptable, 



THE HINDI FILM SONG AND GURU DUTT 53 

and they were made with all the familiar trappings of the normal Hindi 
film. But like many of the great Hollywood directors working within the 
system, he had an original artistic concept to offer, and his superb com
mand of the medium enabled him to forge an individual vision and trans
form the predictable Hindi cinematic moment into a Guru Duttian com
position, where all the filmic elements appeared stunningly in a new light. 
One of these was the Hindi film song, which he managed to transform 
aesthetically and artistically, thereby setting a new standard that remains 
unsurpassed in the industry today. Dutt's artistry is only now being appre
ciated and resurrected, thanks to a new cinema-aware audience in India. It 
is also very gratifying to learn that his films shown in several European 
countries, especially France, have been drawing large, enthusiastic crowds 
and a well-merited critical acclaim. 

Some biographical facts about Guru Dutt from film historian Firoze 
Rangoonwalla (I973, 47-48) provide interesting insight into the man. 

Guru Dutt Shiv Shankar Padukone was born on July 9, 1925 in a Saraswat 
family of Manglore .... Taking his education at Calcutta, where his family 
went, Guru developed a composite personality, absorbing cosmopolitan 
urban life and inter-regional culture .... Many of his films bore a clear 
influence of Bengali life and cinema and though the language was Hindi and 
the locale Indian, in a general sense, the look and build-up of many scenes 
clearly showed that it was Bengal at the back of the film-maker's mind .... 

The art form he chose first was the dance and with this aim in mind, he 
joined the internationally famous dancer Uday Shanker's Art Academy in 
Almora and learnt Indian dancing for about two years between 1942 and 
1944. But it appears that he was soon drawn by his real metier of the cinema 
medium and made a long jump to Maharashtra to join Poona's Prabhat 
Film Company, then renowned as a leading studio as well as nursery of new 
talents. 

Evidence of his dancing training under the famous brother of sitarist 
Ravi Shanker is clearly visible in his third film, Across the Heart (Aar 
Paar), which he acted in and directed in I954. To imitate a Western genre 
of film is one thing, but to carve out an expressive form and establish one's 
own cultural archetype of it is not an easy achievement. Dutt's remarkable 
attempt at Indianizing the Hollywood gangster, musical, and screwball
comedy film genres in Across the Heart is a landmark in Hindi and Indian 
cinema. 

Creating the gangster's moll as a significant part of the film-noir genre, 
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Dutt goes further in the film and establishes her iconographical presence 
in another genre - the musical. Her sleeveless arm suddenly stretches out 
from behind a pillar, as slowly, tantalizingly, we see her rising before his 
camera, catlike like a Cyd Charisse, with superb feline grace between 
boxes of booze stacked up against the wall. The interiors of the cafe where 
she dances are lit in a splendid balance of aphrodisiac light and shadow. 
We constantly have our eyes zoomed to repeated close-ups of her stock
inged legs as she seductively, in a foot-tapping high-heeled style, comes 
down the staircase. In typical Hollywood style, Dutt shoots her arrogant 
face, hair strongly backlit, as she sings a melodramatic song in a sultry, 
come-hither voice. 

Dutt controls the visual pattern of many of his songs in the film by 
creating most of them around a conspicuous object such as a car, for 
instance, which plays a very important role in the lives of the lovers Kaloo 
and Nikki. They first meet when he accidentally trips over her legs while 
she is under the hood of her stalled car. The romance is furthered when he 
comes to work in her father's garage. It finally blossoms when the two 
sing a duet for the first time around the car Kaloo is working on in the 
garage. When each one sings a verse, Dutt isolates the singer and frames 
him or her separately through the car window. After they have teased and 
replied to each other in song, Dutt alternately (and in the song's finale) 
brings them together to confess their love for each other, either on top of 
the car's roof or below it. The song ends and love blooms even after 
Nikki's father surprises them and throws Kaloo out so that he has to now 
earn his living as a cab driver. 

Referring to one of the songs in Across the Heart, Firoze Rangoonwalla 
(1973,79) observes: 

When the hero, disappointed in his own love, sees the romance of couples 
on a picnic, he bursts out singing "Muhabbat kar 10, jee bhar 10, aji kisne 
roka hai, par bade gazab ki baat hai, ismen bhi dhoka hai" [Go ahead, 
make love, satiate all your desires, but remember there are grave pitfalls in 
love too]. And the picnicking girls join the song accompanied by dance ... 
something they would not normally do with a taxi driver. It was this exten
sion of reality into near fantasy that invested Guru Dutt's song with the 
spirit of a musical and became a method that was extensively copied, even 
by some eminent Hindi film-makers. 

Rangoonwalla's point is well taken, but in his memorable film The 
Thirsty One (Pyaasa), which he acted in and directed in 1957, Dutt as a 
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song artist went a step further. When Vijay, the poet-hero, accidentally 
meets his first love, Meena, in an elevator, the moment when she left him 
to marry a rich publisher, Mr. Ghosh (in whose office Vijay now works as 
an ordinary employee), is shown subjectively in a flashback from Vijay's 
point of view. But Dutt does something unique here. From that flashback 
he dissolves into a fantasy (in which a song prominently features) that was 
going on in Vijay's mind precisely at the moment when she left him. Dutt 
juxtaposes three levels of time: the flashback; the fantasy in the flashback; 
and the reality in the elevator which prompts the first two. And all three 
levels of time are musically linked through the following song, which 
occurs in the fantasy: 

Hum aapki aankhoo mein 
is dil ko basa de to? 

What if I surrender my heart 
deep within your eyes? 

In the elevator, both Meena and Vijay can only utter an awkward 
"hello" because of what has happened between them in the past. The ele
vator appropriately becomes an uncomfortable embryonic metaphor of 
this past regret. It is narrow, crowded, and claustrophobic. Since he can
not match his bitter gaze to her frightened one, Vijay stares at her blurred 
and narrow reflection in the varnished wood panelling of the elevator 
walls. From this blurred and trapped elevator-reality Dutt dissolves to an 
open, wide, rectangular compound of the college grounds, where a 
dreamy and happy Vijay sits beside Meena on a bench. In the back
ground, college boys and girls are dancing. It is the college's annual social 
day just before term's end. As we confront both on the bench we realize 
that Meena is uneasy and furtive. As the camera scrutinizes her face, we 
see her eyes darting anxious glances at Vijay. We feel instinctively that it is 
a face about to make an important decision. The camera now slowly 
tracks into Vijay's face, happy and dreamy, cutting Meena's face comple
tely out of the frame. The track continues and dissolves into a fantasy 
going on in Vijay's mind at that moment. In this fantasy we see Meena 
descending a poetic staircase from the sky on a soundstage that is full of 
the proverbial mist and bliss straight into Vijay's arms, and they waltz to 
the delightful song hum aapkhi aankhoon mein, which both sing in a duet 
form. 

The song is not inserted for commercial reasons. It registers Vijay's 
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happy state of mind. It strikes in his poetic mind a parallel chord to the 
dance we had earlier seen taking place on the college grounds. It also pro
vides him with some kind of escapist relief from the deeply committed 
socialist kind of verse that he normally writes in his vocation as a poet of 
the insulted and the injured. As the song finishes, we see Meena ascend 
that fantasy stairway and disappear in the sky, leaving Vijay in his fantasy 
version of himself completely alone on that soundstage. This activates him 
to come back from his fantasy into the college grounds only to realize that 
he is alone on the bench too. Meena has gone and left behind a letter 
tersely stating that she is leaving him and getting married. As he reads the 
letter, the camera tracks out, there is a slow dissolve, and we come back to 
Vijay's face in the elevator staring at Meena's blurred facial contours. I 
have yet to see a Hindi filmmaker even try to "extensively copy;' let alone 
improve, this kind of superb song sequence. 

In his evaluation of the songs in The Thirsty One, Rangoonwalla (1973, 
86-87) states: 

Of course, the reliance on songs and music even for working up the climax 
did carry the familiar ring of Hindi cinema. Some songs also detracted from 
the realism which the film so well built with its sets and camerawork. A 
streetwalker would not sing a song to attract a customer even if it is at night 
in lonely spots. The poet himself would not start singing from the balcony 
at a public meeting, however ironical the situation and moreover get a rapt 
listening from the audience for the whole duration of the song. 

I disagree with both contentions. The first song Rangoonwalla is refer
ring to is what Gulab, the streetwalker, sings in order to entice Vijay to 
her brothel. Vijay follows her, not because he wants to have sex, but 
because it is one of his own poems that he finds this unknown whore sing
ing. The song, first of all, has narrative significance. Vijay's file of poems 
had been dumped by his enraged brothers (since he chose to remain unem
ployed and spent all his time roaming the city and writing poetry) in the 
wastepaper basket of the local grocer. Gulab had picked them up and had 
become especially enamored of the love songs that Vijay had written for 
Meena. She has obviously tried them out in the streets and, grasping their 
utilitarian value, now uses them to entice customers. Vijay, after a whole 
day's fruitless search for his lost file, is surprised at hearing one of his 
songs being sung by this whore and so he follows her. It is a melodramatic 
device, but as Gulab sings the song 
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Jane kya tune kahin? 
Jane kya meine sunee? 
Baat kooch baani gayee .... 

Who knows what was it you said? 
Who knows what was it I heard? 
It's enough to know we understand each other 
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Dutt's camera tracks beautifully in and around the solid pillars of a 
respectable public "landmark" establishment. This realistic locale personi
fies accurately the social position of both these outcasts - she as whore 
and he as the jobless poet. The fact that both these outcasts are made to 
meet through this romantic song strengthens their bond. Meena, the 
respectable woman, for whom the song was originally written as a cele
bration of the chaste love between a man and a woman, has in fact broken 
that bond and embraced security and a loveless marriage. And here is a 
whore who not only understands the romanticism implied in the song but 
uses it ironically in order to survive. In a way, Gulab lives inside that song 
even while she is humiliated as a woman, while Meena, in spite of playing 
the respectable role of a wife, has long ago died in it. But once she recog
nizes the identity of this man who is following her, she is never shown 
singing any of his songs again. Vijay and his poems become for her the 
sanctified icons of that idealized love she has been searching for all her 
life. (This awareness is brought forth movingly through another song, 
which I shall discuss a little later). The song, therefore, does not detract 
from the realism. It has been carefully worked into the realistic situation, 
where it functions as a powerful metaphor enabling the two outcasts to 
meet and state their individual human condition vis-a-vis each other and 
the world. 

The second song that Rangoonwalla is referring to is the film's final and 
supreme song of martyrdom: 

Yeh mehlon, yeh takhton, yeh tajon ki duniya, 
yeh insaan ke dushman, samajo ki duniya, 
yeh daulat ke bhuke ravaajoki duniya, 
yeh duniya agar mil bhi jaya to kya hail 
yeh duniya agar mil bhi jaya to kya hail 

This world of palaces, of thrones, of crowns, 
this society which is the enemy of man, 
this world hungry for power and wealth, 
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what really profits all these possessions 
once this world gathers together! 
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On the narrative level, the song is sung by Vijay as he stands in a crucified 
posture with arms stretched out in the public hall where his own death 
anniversary is being celebrated by Mr. Ghosh, the publisher of his poems 
and Meena's husband, and his ungrateful brothers, who have made a for
tune on Vijay's verse. They are unaware that Vijay's suicide attempt at the 
railway tracks had failed and that the mangled body wearing Vijay's coat, 
in which his suicide note was found, was actually that of a beggar. Vijay 
had given his coat to the shivering man on the night he had gone to kill 
himself, and the poor man had been run over by a train. As Vijay listens to 
the long eulogies delivered by Ghosh and his brothers on the stage and 
hears the resounding fanfare of his own postmortem fame, he cannot con
trol his disgust at this sycophancy, and he lashes out at this hypocritical 
conglomeration through this song. It is a song that by the very nature of 
its picturization proves its validity by being born out of the situation in 
which the poet finds himself. The poet is creating the song right there and 
then, and its gradual ascending scale registers appropriately the poet's 
severe indictment of this fawning society. As the poet is beaten and 
dragged out of the hall by Ghosh's hired thugs, his last words in the song 
are: 

Jala do, jala do, jala do yeh duniya, 
ise phook dalo samajo ki duniya, 
tumhari hain tumhi sambhalo yeh duniya, 
yeh duniya agar -

Burn down, burn down, burn this world of yours down, 
snuff it out, this society, this world of yours, 
this world is yours, keep it, preserve it, 
what profits this world if -. 

The song ends in mid sentence on that "if;' and soon a riot breaks out indi
cating the completion of the poet's chastisement. His song has struck a 
collective guilty nerve although the real prophet has been thrown out of 
the hall. Once again Dutt manages to sustain the metaphorical intent in 
his song. So popular and so powerful is this filmed song-event that every 
time I have seen The Thirsty One in an Indian theater, the audience has 
broken out, sometimes at the end of every verse, in loud applause. 
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Another instance of a song being created out of a particular social situa-
tion is the famous song about prostitution in The Thirsty One: 

Yeh kooche, yeh neelaam ghar bekasi ke, 
yeh loot the hue karavaan zindagi ke. . . . 

These lanes and these auction houses of pleasure, 
these caravans of life that are ravaged and looted. . . . 

As Vijay watches each whore's humiliation at the hands of her pimp, her 
madame of the house, her customer, he sings out an accompanying verse 
indicting the sanctimonious Hindu society of India that reduces the tradi
tionally revered images of the Indian mother, wife, and sister to that of the 
whore. The song is triggered after Vijay learns about the death of his own 
mother during his prolonged absence from the house. Her demise, coming 
on top of his own rejection at the hands of a woman who could have 
become his wife, becomes the source of this powerful song in which he 
universalizes his grief and mourns the living deaths of all these women 
who could have become mothers and wives had society given them an 
opportunity. 

In spite of remaining in the Hindi film industry for so long, a majority 
of the film directors still don't know where to place the camera or how to 
move it especially during a song sequence. The zoom is probably the most 
popular device the Hindi film directors love indulging in. For them the 
zoom is just a simple adjustment of the camera, which they use to their 
hearts' content. The other popular shot they clumsily use is the crane shot. 
When a dance, a fight, or a song has to be given a vertical perspective, 
then all we have is the camera going up and down monotonously to indi
cate rhythmic variations and different angles. Dutt's camera movements 
during the song moments were carefully and aesthetically charted. His 
fluid tracking shots and crane shots indicated a restless creative mind try
ing out new ways to use the camera not only to link the action taking place 
before it but also to convey the meaning implied behind each of the shots 
and the manner in which his camera executed them. 

In The Thirsty One when the publisher, Mr. Ghosh, invites Vijay to a 
party at his house where the leading poets of the day are assembled, Vijay 
soon learns that he has been invited not to read his verse but to function as 
a servant and help serve the drinks. He swallows this humiliation and does 
what he is ordered, but during the course of the evening he also discovers, 
to his utter mortification, that his hostess is his own love from the past -
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Meena! Shocked by this discovery and the cheap poetry floating in the 
room, Vijay, with his arms outstretched on Mr. Ghosh's bookshelf and 
facing this entire humbug world of poets, publishers, and the Ghoshes, 
attacks his host and hostess by singing: 

Jaane vo kaise log the jinke pyar ko pyar mila, 
hum ne to jab kaliyaan maangi kato ka haar mila. . . . 

What kind of people were those who found the love 
they were searching for, 

All I wanted was love's simple garland, 
All I got was a noose of thorns. . . . 

As Vijay sings, the camera tracks away from him into the crowd, isolat
ing him from them. Then as his words strike Meena and her husband, the 
camera relentlessly tracks towards them, she sitting on a rocking chair and 
he standing beside her amidst his fawning friends. Dutt repeatedly tracks 
and cuts from Vijay to Meena and from Vijay to Mr. Ghosh. As his pain
ful words rip open the romantic past in Meena's bosom, she breaks. This 
is indicated by the camera slowly tracking from Vijay to a hastily vacated 
rocking chair. Ghosh is angry and upset that the song has revealed to him 
that there was some sort of a liaison between his wife and this employee of 
his. His insult of Vijay's capabilities as a poet by inviting him to his party 
to thrust the role of servant on him is now balanced by Vijay's insult, in 
poetic song, of his wife. The tension between the three players in this con
jugal drama and the proper cutting in between the shots is perfectly sym
metrized by the camera work and musically indicated as well by the song. 

In The Thirsty One there is a superb example of how Dutt uses the 
crane shot to translate in visual terms the religious-erotic ecstasy that 
Gulab feels for Vijay. Gulab, pursued by a policeman for soliciting in the 
streets, rushes straight into Vijay's arms as he is going home. He saves her 
by calling her his wife when the pursuing policeman enquires about the 
woman in his arms. Then he leaves her, tells her gently to go home, and 
starts climbing the stairs to his house's terrace. In the courtyard below, a 
jogan (a female religious devotee) is singing a particular and beautiful bha
jan of love to her divine lord. 

The Aaj sajan mohe ang laga 10 
janam safal ho jai .... 
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Hold me in your arms, 0 divine lover of mine, 
And my life will have finally triumphed .... 

As the song continues, the jogan makes a specific plea to her lord: 

Muje apna ban a 10 
meri bahen pakad 10 
main hoon janam janam ki dassi. . . . 

o Lord, make me yours, 
hold these wretched arms of mine, 
sanctify me with your love 
and I shall be your slave 
for a life beyond this life .... 
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She wants her lord to embrace her spiritually and physically so that she 
can be liberated from her present polluted self and from her humiliated 
surrender to this world. For Gulab, the spirituality of the song reinforces 
the spirituality of Vijay's recent action in saving her, a common whore, 
from the law by calling her his wife. The song transforms Gulab at that 
moment into the Mary Magdalene jogan looking for her lord, whom she 
has now found in Vijay. So she stumbles up the staircase with the camera 
mounted on a crane registering her every step upwards. With every ascent 
we see the wishes of the singing jogan being physically articulated by 
Gulab as Dutt repeatedly cuts from Gulab on the staircase to the singing 
jogan below in the courtyard. Vijay, however, remains totally unaware of 
what is happening behind his back, as he stands at the terrace wall com
pletely immersed in the song. As Gulab goes slowly towards Vijay, the 
camera, still mounted on the crane, abruptly swings away from Vijay and 
ascends into the opposite direction. Gulab is suddenly jolted in her tracks. 
She comes to her senses, realizing that the song has trapped her in a 
momentary illusion of climbing out of the rot of her present social condi
tion to attain some kind of redemption with this man. As she awakens to 
her futility and slowly backs off from Vijay, the camera cranes down and 
slowly pulls in toward Vijay again. Gulab's religious-erotic attraction and 
withdrawal from Vijay are brilliantly evoked by the dichotomy that the 
contrasting crane shots in relation to her own movements establish, 
revealing Dutt's technical capacity, which accurately reinforces the theme 
of pining in the jogan's song. 

A similar unfulfilled yearning between Sursh Sinha, the film director, 
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and Shanti, his leading lady, is evoked by Dun, once again through a 
song, in Paper Flowers (Kaagaz Ke Phool), which he acted in and directed 
in 1959. Before we examine the song, it is important to know some rele
vant and important plot details. Here is a brief synopsis of the film as 
described by Firoze Rangoonwalla (1973, 27-28): 

Suresh Sinha, once a famous movie director reflects on his life. His marriage 
had been a failure because of his association with films. His wife Bina and 
father-in-law, being from a rich, snobbish family considered his vocation to 
be cheap and cut off all relations with him. Their only daughter Pummy was 
sent to a boarding school in Dehra Dun and kept away from him. 

Suresh went to Dehra Dun to see his daughter but Bina had left instruc
tions that Pummy should not be allowed to meet him .... In a park on a 
rainy day he happened to meet Shanti, a sensitive, orphan girl. [As she is 
shivering from the cold, he lends her his coat and leaves.] 

On returning to Bombay, he found that his producer was faced with a big 
quandary since the heroine had ordered drastic changes in the story of the 
under-production film .... Sinha strongly opposed it and declared that it 
would be either the heroine or him. Since Sinha was a very successful direc
tor, the preference had to be given to him. 

The problem now was to find a new heroine. By chance, when Shanti 
strayed into the studio to return his coat, the director discovered a new face. 
Reluctant Shanti was groomed into stardom and she became as much a hit 
as the film .... The relation between the two also grew more close and this 
became a topic for printed gossip. 

From a strictly orthodox Hindu point of view their relationship has to 
remain a chaste one. He is a married man with an established professional 
reputation. She is a newly discovered actress who cannot in any way 
openly display her love for him and ruin his marriage and both their 
careers. Divorce is strictly taboo, and although Sinha's marriage is for all 
practical purposes dead, for the sake of his daughter (who tries hard to 
bring her estranged parents together) there is no way he can come together 
with Shanti. This dilemma is marvellously indicated through a song that, 
like a Greek chorus, comments aurally on their doomed state, accompa
nied by Dutt's superb visualization of it on the CinemaScope screen. The 
song is: 

Waqt ne kiya kya haseen sitam 
tum rahe na tum, hum rahe na hum, 
Waqt ne kiya .... 
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]ayege kahan, suuj ta naahin, 
chal pade magar, raasta naahin, 
kya khaayal hain, kutch pata naahin, 
goon rahen hain din, khaab dum-b-dum. 

Time has played such a cruel prank on us, 
you are no longer you 
I am no longer I. . . . 

Where shall we go? I see no path, 
our journey remains uncharted, 
our quest aimless. 
All we can do is fabricate our dreams 
moment by mere moment. 

The song occurs in the darkened interiors of Sinha's studio. Plagued by 
family troubles in an estranged and divided house, the only world in 
which Sinha can find refuge is the world of his studio. Here, with his cam
eras, his arc lamps, his backdrops, his sets, his technicians, his players, his 
scripts, he can create his own autonomous world of make-believe. The 
studio becomes for Sinha a metaphor into which he as an artist can retreat 
when the everyday world overwhelms him with its petty squabbles and tri
vialities. 

We see Sinha, tiny in the background, entering the tomblike silence of 
his studio. As he comes toward us, a single beam of light falls from the 
skylight above, exactly in the center of the frame. Dutt tracks slowly back
ward to reveal, in close-up, a pair of woman's arms knitting a sweater. 
Suddenly a knitting needle drops. Sinha is startled. He comes closer and 
discovers Shanti sitting in her actress-chair knitting. When he asks her 
who she is knitting the sweater for, she answers that it is for someone all 
alone, just like herself. Sinha knows that she is alluding to him. At this 
stage, the song quietly begins on the sound track. As it continues to chart 
their emotional wasteland, Dutt tracks around them, enclosing both in a 
clearly marked circle. It is as though the camera seeks to establish obses
sively another world in which somehow this doomed pair can come 
together. As the song continues, Sinha walks to the extreme left of the 
screen. Shanti gets up and walks to the extreme right of the screen. Only 
the single beam of light falling from the skylight above remains between 
them. The song now grows stronger on the sound track, and just when it 
movingly depicts their divided selves, another Sinha and another Shanti 
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slowly emerge from the stationary figures of Sinha and Shanti, and they 
advance and meet under that single beam of light. As both can't love each 
other as man and woman, they can only love each other as an artist (the 
filmmaker Sinha) in love with his own creation (the actress Shanti). Their 
creative selves meeting under that single pure beam of light is the only 
dream (as the song in the final verse indicates) both can fabricate. But 
once this creative coming together is achieved, the director steps back into 
the role of director, and the actress too retreats and becomes his ward 
again. The circular tracking movement of the camera ceases. Now we see, 
in silhouette, Sinha sitting in his directorial chair, with Shanti, also in sil
houette, at his feet waiting for his instructions. The song ends, and we 
fade out on both these silhouetted figures getting ready to face yet another 
day's shooting. 

Paper Flowers is structured as one long flashback in which Sinha 
reviews his entire life. The film's first song 

Dekhi zamane ki yaari 
bichde saabhi baari barrio ... 

I have encountered time's changing moods. 
Finally everything succumbed 
in succession 
to nothingness .... 

and the visuals that accompany it chronicle the rise and fall of an artist. In 
a marvelous selection of superimposed images, we see Sinha's glorious 
past. The world is literally at his feet as he looks down triumphantly from 
the theater's balcony to the eager fans milling below after yet another box
office smash. But as the personal disasters accumulate, he gradually loses 
his grip on life. He sees his familial and professional worlds crumble. He 
feels trapped by his love for his daughter and for Shanti. His liberty, both 
as a man and as an artist, is threatened, and he succumbs to a dissolute life 
of willful self-destruction, holding on only to his khuddari (dignity). He 
refuses to compromise and even rejects a generous professional proposal 
made by Shanti and his former producers to come back and direct a film in 
which Shanti will play the leading lady. The song floats in and out like a 
nagging coda throughout the film, and it ends when Sinha's life finally 
ebbs out its final essence on a director's chair, in the tomblike vault of a 
studio that once belonged to him. 

Guru Dutt's artistic legacy as a commercial Hindi filmmaker has not 
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created any outstanding followers, heirs, or even competent emulators. In 
the realm of the Hindi film song of today, nothing credible or outstanding 
has been achieved. Large-scale plagiarizations of exotic tunes mostly pop
ulate the air and screens. An overriding commercial appeal to satiate 
mediocre disco tastes and cheap voyeurism has turned today's Hindi film 
song and the accompanying film moment into an aural! visual absurdity 
of the lowest and cheapest kind. The musical fabric that was so artistically 
conceived by Dutt has been torn to shreds by philistines who, in their 
desire to make the contemporary Hindi film more expansive and more 
extrovert, have only revealed in an enlarged way the vacuum left by the 
unfortunate suicide of Guru Dutt, at the age of thirty-nine, on October 10, 

1964. 

Darius Cooper is a poet, short-story writer, and literary and film critic whose 
recent publications include an essay on Kumar Shah ani's film Tarang in Film 
Quarterly (spring 1988). He is now working on a dissertation on the cinema of 
Satyajit Ray in the Department of English at the University of Southern Califor
nia, Los Angeles. 

References 

Chandavarkar, Bhaskar 
1980 "The Great Film Song Controversy;' Cinema Vision India, 1,4:66-75. 

Ranade, Ashok 
I980 "The Extraordinary Importance of the Indian Film Song;' Cinema 

Vision India, I, 4:4-II. 

Rangoonwallla, Firoze 
I973 Guru Dutt, 1925-1965: A Monograph. Poona: National Film Archive 

ofIndia. 



The Sublimative Text: 
Sex and Revolution in Big Road 

CHRIS BERRY 

THE FILM Big Road (Dalu) was written and directed by Sun Yu in late 
1934 for the Lian Hua Studios of Shanghai and released in early 1935. Chi
nese film historian Cheng Jihua places it as part of the leftist film move
ment of the 1930S. He discusses it in the context of other similar films 
combining patriotic anti-Japanese sentiment with depictions of the suffer
ings of the Chinese working classes, peasants, educated classes, and petite 
bourgeoisie, and provides the following synopsis (Cheng et al. 1981,342). 
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The film depicts a group of young road construction workers: Jin Ge, who 
has done heavy work since childhood; Lao Zhang, taciturn and resolute; 
Zhang Da, crude and clumsy; Han Xiao Liuzi, the artful dodger; Xiao Luo, 
who dreams of driving a road leveler; and Zhang Jun, a university student 
who has fled the Northeast and become a refugee. They live and work 
together and never lose their good spirits. When they run into a period of 
unemployment in the city, they go road building in the interior, sweating 
under the burning sun, pulling on the rope [of the roller], and loudly singing 
ZhengJun's new song, the "Big Road Song;' 

While building the road, this group of young workers get to know two 
girls, Dingxiang and Moli. Shortly thereafter, China is crushed under the 
iron heel of imperialism, and the whole people rises up in resistance to save 
themselves. Under the leadership of Jin Ge and the others, they participate 
in the construction of an important road for the use of the army. The enemy 
plot to thwart the road-building work, using a traitor to menace and bribe 
the workers and capturing Jin Ge and the others, illegally punishing and tor
turing them. However, they don't yield; they stick together and resolutely 
struggle with the traitor until the road is completed. At the end of the film 
Jin Ge and the others die a hero's death under enemy bombing, but the army 
vehicles fighting the enemy pass along the road to the front one by one. 
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Dingxiang, who has luckily survived, imagines Jin Ge and the others work
ing together with one heart again, pulling the big iron roller forward, and 
heartily singing the "Big Road Song." 

What I want to argue in this article is that Moli is one of the central 
characters, if not the central character, in Big Road. Since Cheng only 
mentions her in passing, this may seem odd. But Cheng omits in his syn
opsis a number of comic and romantic interludes that feature Moli and 
interrupt the main trajectory of the central narrative Cheng concentrates 
on. They are indeed seemingly irrelevant and in terms of a thematic read
ing that is concerned with elements common to a group of films may be 
omitted. However, I am not so much interested in what the film depicts as 
I am in the relation it constructs between what it depicts and its audience, 
that is, its enunciation. After all, a film may show the working classes suf
fering, but it does not necessarily make audiences want to do something 
about it, or even sympathize with them. 

In the case of Big Road, there is no doubt in my mind that, as Cheng 
asserts, this is a revolutionary film. But the question remains, how is it a 
revolutionary film? How does its cinematic rhetoric work upon the audi
ence to arouse in them a revolutionary spirit? In investigating this ques
tion, the film pushes up a second issue also at the forefront of contempo
rary Western film studies. What are the politics of sexual difference in this 
film, and how do they intersect with its revolutionary politics? 

MOLl 

To investigate these questions I want to point to some of the elements of 
the film that draw attention to themselves by virtue of their unusualness. 
Among the characters, Moli is the oddball figure who immediately fore
grounds herself in this way. Unfortunately, I know of no systematic studies 
of Chinese fictional discourses that establish character types in terms of 
their traits, behavior, and narrative functions in the context of which I 
may place my observations. However, it seems to me quite clear that, on 
the one hand, Moli is intended as a positive character but that, on the 
other hand, she does not resemble any of the main positive female charac
ters I have seen in Chinese fictional discourses. 

Most positive female characters are found in the family. They include 
the loyal wife, the supportive mother, the filial daughter or daughter-in-
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law, and so on. Dingxiang is a classic example of the filial daughter -
hardworking, chaste, obedient, and passive. Moli is excluded from all 
these types right away, because, although she lodges with Dingxiang and 
her father, she has no blood relative in the film. 

Moli may be understood primarily with reference to two marginal char
acter types, both young women without families. The first is the female 
warrior, an independent outsider, resolute and aggressive in her efforts to 
institute correct order. She is almost a direct parallel of the traditional 
male warrior hero, and she is often characterized by activities that are usu
ally male-identified. She usually has martial arts skills, and the roots of 
this type are in the episodic works transcribed from the oral story-telling 
tradition, such as "The Water Margin;' These have developed into the 
kung fu films of today. King Hu's A Touch of Zen (1975) derives its origi
nal Chinese title, Woman Warrior, from just such a character. 

The second marginal type is the fallen woman, the tragic outcast from 
the familial order, her destiny out of her hands, and often having broken 
some sort of sexually related taboo against her will. Obvious literary 
examples contemporary with Big Road would include the girl whom the 
hero falls in love with in Lao She's "Rickshaw Boy;' a woman who hangs 
herself after being sold into prostitution to support her starving family, 
and the heroine of Lu Xun's "New Year's Sacrifice;' who progresses from 
unwilling bride in an arranged marriage to destitute beggar by way of 
widowhood and the socially unacceptable act of remarriage. 

Both these marginal types are thoroughly established in Chinese cul
ture, and they are both immediately invoked on Moli's first appearance in 
the film. This occurs in a scene at the inn belonging to Dingxiang's father 
and located within hearing distance of the road-building activities in the 
village. Dingxiang and Moli are preparing food. Moli is teasing Ding
xiang in what immediately signals itself as a pseudo elder sister-younger 
sister relationship. Dingxiang retaliates by threatening to have her father 
return Moli to her former status as a flower-drum girl, a form of street 
entertainer. Like other wandering minstrel types, this would place Moli in 
a marginal group in traditional society, including also slaves and prosti
tutes. This group was both despised and subject to legal restraints, such as 
the prohibition of marriage into other sectors of society (Chii 1961, 129-

132 ). 

This social origin carries with it the popular suspicions concerning the 
supposed sexual activities of entertainers such as flower-drum girls, suspi-
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cions quickly evoked within this film when the local county head spots 
Moli and Dingxiang and expresses an interest in them in a scene immedi
ately after this one. All this immediately refers Moli to the fallen-woman 
character type. However, this characterization is potential rather than def
inite. Her presence within the innkeeper's family suggests she may be in 
the process of social recuperation, and she is not clearly indicated to have 
broken any social or sexual taboo yet. Her behavior is not passive, 
despairing and fatalistic, but bright and cheerful, although, of course, a 
good beginning does not preclude a sticky end. 

Furthermore, Moli's behavior already carries connotations referring her 
to the other marginal type I outlined, the female warrior. She is the aggres
sive initiator of the scene and she authorizes its shot structure. The first 
shot is a close-up of Dingxiang working a rolling pin in time with the road 
builders' chant. The second shot, a medium close-up of Moli, retroac
tively suggests the first shot as her gaze. This is encouraged as later full 
shots reveal her position in relation to Dingxiang to be one that would 
make a reading of the first shot as her gaze possible. This active, initiating 
behavior and corresponding shot organization are continued throughout 
the scene. 

The final shots in the scene further underline this aspect of Moli. After 
Dingxiang's threat has been conveyed in an intertitle, the viewer is 
returned to a shot of Dingxiang throwing the two ears of corn that Moli 
has asked for. We are then cut to a reverse shot of Moli as she receives 
them. (This shot, of course, is authorized by Dingxiang's action and her 
attempt here to wrest control from Moli.) Moli responds to Dingxiang's 
invocation of her father's authority by ripping off the vegetation sur
rounding the corn and fashioning it into a bushy moustache for herself. 
Although comic, this parody of masculinity, when added to her already 
described behavior, signifies her refusal to acknowledge any authority but 
her own, and also her propensity for male-associated behavior. 

Not only does the film draw the viewer's attention to Moli by placing 
her with reference to these two very different culturally established types, 
but it also establishes an enigma around her in this way. Enigma is a vital 
element in establishing and motivating narrative trajectory and audience 
interest. This enigma arises from the very different expectations aroused 
about the fate of these two different types. The fallen woman first falls 
and is then punished by a ghastly death. By the time of Moli's first appear
ance, the six young bachelors working on the road project in the village 
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have already appeared, and, as I mentioned, the county head is soon to 
show an interest in her. As for the woman warrior type, she tends to right 
wrongs and leave the scene unscathed. In reference to this, we know the 
young men have become involved in the patriotic road project, and so 
Moli may become involved in this, too. 

VISIONS 

Moli's character traits are not the only thing that marks her for our atten
tion. She is also closely associated with various uses of cinematic language 
that are rare in this film and therefore also draw the audience's attention 
to her. Furthermore, the nature of these cinematic constructs is such that 
they place the audience in a special relation to Moli. 

Firstly, Moli has visions. Other characters may speak of their memo
ries, their thoughts, and their dreams, but we do not see these rendered on 
the screen. However, in the case of Moli, there are two extended segments 
in which what she speaks of is visualized for the film audience. The first of 
these segments occurs in a scene in the inn. It follows Moli's first appear
ance, detailed above, and an intervening scene mentioned above in which 
the county head spots Moli and Dingxiang. The road builders and the vil
lagers are gathered in the inn, and Moli sings for them. Big Road is mostly 
silent, and its sound track contains only a few songs and sound effects. 
Therefore, Moli's singing is in itself another factor foregrounding her. 

The song that she sings is a traditional folk song about the hardships 
and suffering of the ordinary Chinese people. The lyrics appear in sub
titles at the base of the frame in Chinese characters while Moli sings, as is 
the convention in Chinese film. The first hardship Moli sings of is famine. 
At this point, we cut to a medium long shot of fleeing peasants proceeding 
toward the camera and passing to the right of it. Motivated by lyrics 
about parents forced to sell children, the next shot is a medium close left
to-right pan of mothers with children by the roadside. The song continues 
in this manner, pauses in the lyrics being filled with shots of Moli and her 
audience. Other disasters pictured include five shots in a row of flood 
scenes and four shots in a row of war scenes, the last a tank shot from 
below as it passes over a trench. 

While the shots of famine, flood, and war are clearly authorized by the 
lyrics of the song, and Moli is the agency through which the song appears 
in the film, the question that remains is who is seeing these visions? Each 
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of the sets of visions is preceded and followed by a shot of Moli singing. If 
these were the only shots in the whole sequence, the visions would be 
referred firmly to Moli, but between the shots of Moli that bracket the 
visions are shots of Moli and her audience. Shots of Moli looking past the 
camera are followed by shots of her audience looking past the camera. 
This is a classic shot reverse-shot exchange, suggesting that Moli is staring 
at her audience and they are looking back at her. This inscribes the visions 
as not referable solely to Moli but as a collective vision she shares with her 
audience. 

In addition, we, the audience outside the film, are inscribed in the expe
rience of these collective visions. First, we see them, too. Second, we are 
encouraged to see with Moli's audience by our analogous status: we are an 
audience to her song as they are. Third, the shot reverse-shot structures 
mentioned above inscribe us both in Moli's place as we see shots of her 
audience that may be referred back to a preceding shot of her, and also in 
her audience's place as we see shots of her referable back to them. Finally, 
there is another set of features peculiar to these visions that makes them 
unique in the film, and, indeed, very unusual in fiction cinema as a whole. 
They look like documentary film shots. The people and the places we see 
are not any of the characters and settings that appear in the rest of the 
film. The famine and flood shots and the shot of the tank have the grainy 
quality and lack of artificial, that is, full, lighting associated with newsreel 
documentary footage. Given this signification, they are directly referable 
to the world of the film audience of the time and place in which Big Road 
was made. Given also that these visions are shared by the characters in the 
scene, this binds the film and the audience in an extraordinary and power
ful way through the agency of Moli. 

It is also important to note that clear social limits are inscribed to the 
collectivity of this first set of Moli's visions. Two-thirds of the way into the 
sequence, after the segments on famine and flood, a shot of Moli's audi
ence shows that the county head's agent has turned up in the inn. Disrup
tion is signified by an extreme close-up of Moli beginning to juggle in 
between singing the lyrics that motivate the visions. The agent is still there 
for the final patriotic section on war but has been excluded from the suf
ferings of famine and flood. Clear class divisions are thus drawn. These 
divisions have already been signified in the earlier scene in which the 
county head expressed his interest in Moli and Dingxiang to his agent. 
Here they were positioned apart from the road workers and the girls and 
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filmed in separate shots. This time, however, since we, the film audience, 
have shared the earlier visions connected with the song, we too are clearly 
inscribed in the social division on the same side as Moli and her audience 
of workmen, and not with the county head's agent. 

Moli's second set of visions occurs soon after the first set. If the first set 
shows us the woes of China, the second set shows us potential agents of 
change. Moli and Dingxiang are alone in the inn, and at one point in the 
conversation Dingxiang furtively asks Moli whom she loves. Moli replies 
that she loves all six of the road builders. She then enumerates the appeal
ing characteristics of each man, and an illustrative shot of each of them is 
provided. Like Moli's first set of visions, this is again inscribed as collec
tive vision. At the beginning of the series, Dingxiang is shown nestled up 
to Moli, looking at her and listening as she begins to speak. Moli is gazing 
into the middle distance. The next shot is an intertitle of Moli's speech 
enumerating Jin Ge's merits. The third shot is of Jin Ge at work, and the 
fourth shot returns us to Moli and Dingxiang. This time, however, Ding
xiang is no longer looking at Moli but following her gaze into the middle 
distance. The remaining five men are dealt with in similar four-shot struc
tures. As in the first set of visions, our analogous position as audience to 
Moli positions us with Dingxiang, and since we also see the visions the 
two of them are sharing, the visions are inscribed as collective. 

SHOT REVERSE-SHOT 

It is at this point that I wish to introduce the issue of sexuality in Big Road. 
The two sets of visions I have just discussed are embedded in extended 
shot reverse-shot structures, and the visions themselves are special varia
tions on the shot reverse-shot structure. Shot reverse-shot is an editing 
structure that has been written about a lot in studies of Hollywood cin
ema, mostly in debates about cinematic rhetoric, viewer positioning, and 
sexual difference. All of the latter are prominent themes in contemporary 
Western film theory and criticism. The structure first came to recent prom
inence in Oudart's (1977-78) writings about "suture:' Here it was argued 
that the shot reverse-shot worked to efface and naturalize by authorizing 
camera position and editing through characters in the narrative of the 
film. In this way viewers are made more vulnerable to the cinematic rhe
torical operations of the film because they are led not to notice these oper
ations. Later writers like Bellour (1976, 1977, 1979) and Mulvey (1975, 



THE SUBLIMATIVE TEXT 73 

1981) developed work on the shot reverse-shot structure further. They 
noted the importance of sexual difference in Hollywood's deployment of 
the structure. Typically, this latter works to position the viewer by impli
cating him or her in a play of gazes between characters. In the case of Hol
lywood films, it has been theorized that this usually functions as a narra
tive play between a male subject and a female object, structured along an 
effort on the part of the male to contain the female object necessary to 
confirm his subjectivity. 

The typical deployment of the shot reverse-shot structure in Chinese 
cinema does not necessarily follow the Hollywood model. In the case of 
the cinema of the thirties, I am not even sure that any typical model or pat
tern may be said to exist. It does not seem to be sufficiently unified. How
ever, in the case of Big Road, the following remarks may be made. First, 
like a great many Chinese films, extended shot reverse-shot structures are 
rare. Most of the film is shot from a third-person position, not particu
larly associated with any particular character in the film and giving the 
audience an experience of the profilmic material exceeding that of anyone 
character. Two- or three-shot shot reverse-shot segments are not infre
quent and do not appear to follow any particular pattern. Extended uses, 
where they do occur, tend to fall into two categories. One is the treatment 
of confrontations, usually between men struggling for control of the 
action. An example would be the dinner party at the county head's man
sion, after which the road builders get imprisoned and tortured in his dun
geon. The other category is similar to the Hollywood usage, that is, it con
cerns libidinal cathexes, subject-object situations, and it implies the 
audience into a play of drives. All the extended uses that follow this pat
tern involve Moli heavily. They are unusual in the body of the film and are 
strange and unexpected deployments of this type of shot reverse-shot 
structure. Thus they are foregrounded and demand attention. 

The first sequence occurs in the inn, when Moli sings her song. When 
Moli sings for the men in the inn, her background as a flower-drum girl 
with all its sexual connotations is called into mind for the culturally aware 
audience. She is centered and perches on a table. The situation appears 
similar to the fetishization of Dietrich in Von Sternberg films analyzed by 
Mulvey (1975). But Moli is not glamorized or specially lit. Her posture is 
hunched, and she breaks out into a folk song about suffering. The shot 
reverse-shot structure between Moli and her audience in the inn (and the 
film audience in their place) is disrupted. In the place of gazes appear 
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visions, visions not of Moli, not of her audience, but of the suffering of the 
Chinese people. 

This first extended use of the shot reverse-shot occurs after two earlier 
minor uses also clearly in the libidinal mode. The first is a two- or three
shot exchange when Zhang Da lusts after some women on the street. This 
later leads to the fight with his disapproving friends that loses them their 
jobs and takes them to the interior. The second short exchange occurs in 
the inn before Moli's singing. Zhang Da, not completely cured of his bad 
habits, takes an interest in a woman's shapely ankle. In all these first 
instances, the audience is rhetorically positioned with men looking upon 
women. In Zhang Da's case, it is denounced as socially transgressive by 
other male characters. In the case of Moli and her audience, it is defused 
through the agency of Moli and the song she sings. The second extended 
sequence is more complex and ambiguous. I believe it is also more trans
gresSive. 

This second sequence is the beginning of the scene that culminates in 
Moli's visions of the road workers. It is not actually a shot reverse-shot 
sequence, but it does consist of an exchange of gazes between two charac
ters, enacted under the gaze of the film audience. According to the estab
lished patterns of the film, it seems it should be expressed as a shot 
reverse-shot sequence, but it is not. Why it is not is one of the questions to 
be considered in analyzing this sequence. The first shot reveals Moli in a 
medium shot (fig. I). She is lounging in a chair, the light glancing off her 
body, gazing off screen left, apparently into space. She is displayed as a 
passive object for the film audience's gaze, again raising the possibilities of 
sexual transgression and subsequent fall from grace surrounding the 
ambiguities of her personality. 

However, these possibilities are again confounded. The second shot 
reveals that Dingxiang is also present, curling her hair with hot tongs (fig. 
2). It also shows that Dingxiang is the object of Moli's gaze in the first 
shot, as we can see this from Moli's position in the background of the sec
ond shot. The second shot can thus be said to be motivated by Moli's 
gaze, although it is not part of a shot reverse-shot segment. This immedi
ately moves her from a passive to an active position. 

The third and fourth shots repeat this structure with a shot of Moli (fig. 
3) and then one of Dingxiang (fig. 4). At the end of the fourth shot, Dingx
iang burns herself with the tongs, and a cut is made to a medium long shot 
of the scene, Dingxiang foregrounded on the left and Moli in the right 
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background (fig. 5). Here a further correspondence is constructed between 
Moli and the film audience. Not only are we looking at Dingxiang, as she 
is, and not only does the cutting between shots of her and of Dingxiang, 
which positions us, respond to her gaze. In addition, we are now more or 
less at a distance from Dingxiang equidistant to Moli's, and, although this 
is not an exact mirror shot, we are on the same side of her as Moli. 

Still in the fifth shot, Moli rushes over to Dingxiang (fig. 6). Her action 
motivates a cut to a close-up of Dingxiang (fig. 7). In an intertitle (techni
cally speaking, the seventh shot), she comforts Dingxiang (fig. 8) and 
then, in the next shot, kisses her on the mouth (fig. 9). The next shot 
returns to the medium long shot of the whole scene as Moli carries Ding
xiang around cradled in her arms (fig. 10). Eventually, Moli settles back 
into her chair, Dingxiang in her lap, and the tenth shot is a close-up as the 
conversation that moves into Moli's second set of visions begins (fig. II). 

This second segment seems to be quite problematic. Its editing structure 
follows an exchange of gazes, looks, and then actions between two char
acters like a shot reverse-shot structure. However, it is not a shot reverse
shot structure. Why? I would argue that this is a scene of private affection 
between two women voyeuristically displayed for a male-inscribed audi
ence. In the shot reverse-shot sequences I have already discussed, the film 
audience is clearly inscribed in a male position by virtue of physical prox
imity of the camera to male characters gazing at women. Here there are no 
male characters. Moli's character is ambiguous, and her behavior is often 
male-typed. However, to place the camera with her in her looks upon 
Dingxiang at the beginning of the segment, as it is placed with male char
acters at the beginning of the other segments analyzed so far, would dis
rupt the male-identified positioning of the audience thus far. 

If we accept the premise that the rhetoric of previous scenes along these 
lines has inscribed the audience as male, then this scene constructs two 
parallel libidinal structures. One is the voyeuristic display of the women 
for the male audience. The other is the activity of the women themselves. 
As for the voyeuristic display, am I justified in inferring it to be this? Cer
tainly, the lesbian sequence cinematically structured along these lines is a 
standard feature of most Western heterosexual pornographic films shot 
for male pleasure. But is the same libidinal structure equally common and 
conventionalized in Chinese culture? I have no way of knowing or demon
strating this at the moment. However, I would note that by the time this 
scene occurs, the landlord has already tried to get Moli and Dingxiang to 
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come to his mansion and perform together for him. In terms of Big Road, 
then, the audience is getting something of what the landlord wants (and 
therefore something they know must be bad). 

As far as the activity of the women is concerned, I have already risked 
the wrath of certain readers by comparing it to lesbian scenes in Western 
pornographic movies. Certainly, I would acknowledge that nothing so
cially coded as explicit sexual behavior goes on here. However, there are 
clear grounds for arguing that an exchange of affections at least modeled 
on sexual attraction exists here. First, as I have written, the exchange of 
gazes is already constructed as a code of sexual attraction in this film. Sec
ond, the intertitle comprising the seventh shot in this segment is very tell
ing. Here Moli responds to Dingxiang's accident with the tongs by saying, 
"You! You really know how to get people's attention! Xiao Luo completely 
lost his appetite over you just now;' She compares her position in this 
scene to that of Dingxiang's boyfriend-to-be, Xiao Luo. This is clear 
enough in my loose English translation but even clearer in the original 
Chinese line, which, translated literally, would read: "When you cry out, 
people feel for you! When you flirt, people fall for you!" (see fig. 8). The 
Chinese for each of these two phrases consists of four characters, the first 
and the third of which - corresponding to when and people - are the 
same in each phrase. This linguistic paralleling emphasizes even more 
clearly the doubling of Moli and Xiao Luo here. Furthermore, at the point 
where Moli extols Xiao Luo in the series of visions that this scene develops 
into, Dingxiang cannot restrain her excitement and vents it by kissing 
Moli (fig. 12). 

While the earlier scenes are relatively straightforward, this scene con
structs a whole complex of different sexual structures. First Mali is dis
played as an object. Then an affectionate exchange begins to develop 
between Moli and Dingxiang, and this is displayed for the male identified 
audience. Finally, Dingxiang asks Moli whom she loves, and Moli 
responds by breaking more taboos and saying she loves them all. It is at 
this point that sexuality, hitherto communicated in an implicit manner, is 
explicitly and verbally stated. But it is also at this point that the film 
immediately moves on to Moli's second series of visions, in which the sup
posed objects of her desire are shown to be loveable because of their 
heroic efforts or personal quirks, not for any directly sexual reasons. 

The third extended sequence involving Moli is a more conventional 
shot reverse-shot structure and, although not quite as complex, is cer-
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Figures 1-12. Scenes from Big Road. 
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tainly as socially transgressive. Moli's reveries about the road workers are 
brought to an end, significantly enough, by the intervention of Ding
xiang's father. He sends the girls off to do their duties. After a few shots of 
the women leading a donkey on their way, they reach the top of a bluff, 
and the view that confronts them starts the third sequence. In the river 
below, the road workers are bathing. They are naked. Cinematically 
speaking, what follows is a perfectly conventional shot reverse-shot struc
ture, so there is no need to go through it shot by shot. It is remarkable, 
however, as a very rare piece of role reversal where scopophilic shot 
reverse-shot conventions are entirely maintained but the gender identities 
of subject and object are reversed. For the filmicly literate Western viewer, 
the whole scene is strangely like an inverse of the famous swimming scene 
at the beginning of Blonde Venus. 

The rhetorical structure of this scene is also quite interesting. Within 
the film's world, we have a woman staring at naked men. That this is a 
transgressive mode of behavior for a woman is indicated by Dingxiang's 
prolonged reluctance to look, although she does in the end. And just to 
make the degree of Moli's boldness clear, when the men threaten to stand 
up if the women don't go away, Moli doesn't budge. This is all compli
cated by the fact that hitherto the act of staring at someone has been con
structed in the film as male behavior. Here, however, the film audience is 
unequivocally watching male objects through a female subject's eyes. Both 
social conventions and the cinematic conventions of the film are being 
broken. Finally, it is interesting to note that there is no set of visions or 
other similar cinematic structure to which the film shifts away from the 
sexuality of this scene. Mali has moved from the object of the gaze to the 
subject of the gaze, and that, it seems, is that. I would like to defer discus
sion of the ideological function of this in terms of the work it performs 
upon the audience until a later point in the article. 

SUBLIMATION AND GRATIFICATION 

The visions and shot reverse-shot structures I have discussed are joined 
together in the film itself into three segments. As I have just noted, Moli 
moves from object to subject of the gaze between the first and third seg
ments. But what of the film audience? How do these segments combine to 
work upon them? In each section the audience is cinematically implied 
into subject-object cathexes. These start from the most straightforward, 
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ordinary situation of men looking at women and build into the more 
unusual multiple possibilities and transgressions of the later segments. 
However, none of these possibilities and transgressions ever amounts to 
any sexual activity. Desire is aroused in regard to an object but never real
ized. Rather, in the first and second cases, Moli's visions intervene to 
transmute the shot reverse-shot structure and interrupt the aim of the 
established cathexes. 

It is on the basis of this overall trajectory that I want to argue that Big 
Road is a sublimative text. Specifically, it attempts to arouse revolutionary 
ardor in its audience by the arousal of libidinal drives and their redirection 
towards the object of revolution. However, defining it thus requires elabo
ration, first because of the ambiguities surrounding the concept of subli
mation itself. What does it mean and how am I applying it here? As 
Laplanche and Pontalis (1973, 431-433) have pointed out, the concept 
undergoes changes from its early appearances in "'Civilized' Sexual 
Morality and Modern Nervousness" and in Leonardo da Vinci and a 
Memory of His Childhood (Freud 1963a, 1964) to its later appearances in 
The Ego and the Id and Civilisation and its Discontents (Freud 1960, 
1961). These are detailed by Laplanche and Pontalis but center on the 
insertion of an intermediate stage into the displacement of objects for the 
libido. This intermediate stage is temporary and narcissistic. It occurs 
when the libido is withdrawn from the sexual object onto the ego itself 
and before its redirection. As a result, it is difficult to differentiate and 
relate sublimation to the various other mechanisms detailed by Freud as 
altering an established object cathexis, most notably repression. 

Second, the existence of sublimation as a psychic phenomenon is more 
doubtful than many of the other mechanisms Freud details. This is 
because there is no case study devoted to providing evidence for it, other 
than the da Vinci volume. Although this contains many references to sub
limation, it hardly stands up as a complete verification of the theoretical 
concept. In his later studies, Freud repeatedly claims that his interpreta
tions are tested against the patient's reaction. 1 This method of verification 
obviously could not be applied to da Vinci. 

However, the lack of case evidence is not an obstacle to my application 
of the concept here. This is because I am not concerned with sublimation 
as a fact on the level of the clinical, but as a concept on the level of dis
course. Finding that Big Road is structured in such a way as to implicate 
the audience in a sublimative relation is one thing. To say that audiences 
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actually engage in sublimation is another. Whether or not it can be said to 
exist clinically, it exists as a concept, and it is the ideological implications 
of the use of a sublimative structure in Big Road that interest me here. As 
for defining sublimation itself, taking into account the later Freud, this 
may be said to consist of the displacement of the libido from a sexual 
object to a nonsexual one, with a narcissistic transitional phase. Finally, it 
is also relevant to note here that, as commented upon by Freud, this non
sexual object is usually a socially approved one, such as intellectual 
achievement. On the other hand, the displaced sexual object is often a 
socially disapproved one, so that unacceptable homosexual drives are 
often cited as examples prone to sublimation, as in the case of da Vinci. 

If homosexual drives are the example of socially disapproved drives 
prone to sublimation cited by Freud in the da Vinci example, it seems that 
a much greater range of object cathexes appear to be raised for the film 
audience in Big Road and then deflected. I hope this is already clear from 
my analyses of the individual segments I have discussed. However, there is 
not only the repetition of various denied possibilities in these segments to 

be noted, but also the overall structure they form when considered in the 
order in which they appear in the film. It is here that the overall sublima
tive trajectory of the text becomes clearer. 

The first segment, with the men staring at Moli in the inn, picks up on 
the libidinal expectations of this situation aroused by broad cultural prec
edents and the short exchanges involving Zhang Da earlier in the film 
itself. Like those exchanges, it implicates the viewer in a male position in 
regard to a female object. This, however, is rapidly quashed by the song 
on China's woes. The complex and unusual camera placement in the next 
section not only moves the audience into more exotic libidinal possibili
ties, but also works to preserve their implication in a male-identified posi
tion. As I have noted, the libidinal tendencies of the scene move on to an 
explicit, denoted level with Dingxiang's question and are then quashed 
and diverted by Moli's visions of the road builders as heroes. The audi
ence has been carefully inscribed in a male position up to this point. Inso
far as this male position has been identified with any characters in the 
film, it is worth noting that the road builders are prominent in the first 
segment and earlier and that the second segment is anonymous but, I have 
noted, male. Because of these factors, I would argue that the visions of the 
young heroes produced through Moli are, for the film audience, narcissis
tic. For Moli they may be objects on one level, but for the audience they 
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are also ego-ideals. Finally, the third sequence can be read in the overall 
structure of the film as the last effort of the libidinal drives to reassert their 
sexual direction. Here, if the male-inscribed position of the audience is 
accepted, Moli's role-reversal subjectivity is for the audience the sexual
ization of the narcissistic ego-ideals constructed in the previous segment. 

However, as you will have noticed, although all sexual cathexes con
structed for the film audience have been denied and diverted into a narcis
sistic phase, the release and redirection of those energies towards nonsex
ual ends has not occurred by the end of the third segment I have discussed. 
What about gratification? What about the completion of the sublimative 
process? Whatever may happen to the characters in the narrative of the 
film, I do not believe that the variations on shot reverse-shot structures 
(including visions) used to implicate the film audience into a sublimative 
relation are ever again deployed in such a thorough way as to complete the 
process for the audience. To understand this, we must look at a third level 
of the film. The first level is the repeated direction towards and then 
denial of various sexual objects for the audience. The second is the move 
into sublimation built around those denials. the third level is a tantalizing 
mixture of gratification and deferred gratification. 

This mixed gratification and deferred gratification for the audience is 
again constructed through the selective deployment of shot reverse-shot 
structures. Apart from the major sublimative structure in the middle of the 
film which I have been dealing with so far, further traces of this structure 
exist throughout the film, from the beginning to the end. As I have noted, 
the audience is implicated in Zhang Da's place when he leers at women on 
the street near the beginning of the film. This minor shot reverse-shot 
exchange is followed by a confrontation with his friends, who disapprove, 
and then with the boss, who fires them. It is after this that they decide to 
head off to the interior to build roads. Most of this process is shot from a 
third-person position, placing the audience outside the action. The excep
tions are the confrontations, which implicate the audience into a close 
experience with the characters again by deploying shot reverse-shot 
exchanges. This is the other use of shot reverse-shot I mentioned earlier. In 
regard to the release of sublimated energies through confrontation, there 
is a play of involvement and distancing in the audience's relation to the 
narrative and the characters built around the editing structures as they 
alternate between third person and shot reverse-shot. 

This alternation also characterizes the section of the film following the 
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intensely involving segments concerning Moli at the center of the film's 
narrative. After the bathing scene, we return to the main narrative and 
action speeds up again. The news comes that the enemy is on the way and 
the road workers are in danger. Jin Ge confronts them as they prepare to 
flee and persuades them to stay and continue the road work out of patriot
ism. The county head invites the main road builders to his mansion, tries 
to bribe them, and then imprisons and tortures them when they refuse to 
become traitors like him. Shot reverse-shot is reserved for confrontation 
scenes, and the major part of the action is shot from a third-person posi
tion. What 1 am arguing here is that while the arousal of the audience's 
libido for various sexual objects and then its deflection into a narcissistic 
phase is very strongly constructed in its development from its first traces 
to the central scenes concerning Moli, gratification is only fleetingly 
offered for the audience, although fairly fully developed for the charac
ters. The use of the confrontation variation on shot reverse-shot seems to 
me to be the trace of gratification for the audience, but its sporadic use 
suggests to me that it is delivered to the audience in an altogether more 
hesitating and incomplete manner than it is experienced by the characters. 

The ending of the film (I hesitate to write "resolution") confirms this. 
After they learn of the whereabouts of the road workers, Moli and Ding
xiang finally accept the county head's invitation to go and entertain him. 
Again, this is mostly shot from the third person. It is also worth noting 
that the enigma concerning the fate of Moli is still operating at this point. 
Will she submit to the county head and become a fallen woman or will she 
become a heroine? Although she does lead Dingxiang in an effort that 
finally frees the workers, this enigma is carried on to a high pitch when 
Moli agrees to go alone with the county head to take a look at his bed
room. When the mansion is taken over by the road workers, she is, how
ever, not discovered in a compromising position, but with the landlord 
trussed up in his pyjamas ready for arrest and the evidence of his treachery 
ready to hand for the authorities. Her accession to the status of heroine 
and the male-identified nature of this status are confirmed when she joins 
the road workers pulling the roller to finish building the road at the end of 
the film. However, at the moment the road is finished and the government 
troops pass, the enemy attacks and all the road workers die. 

However, as Cheng Jihua's synopsis mentions, Dingxiang miraculously 
survives the slaughter in which her boyfriend Xiao Luo has been killed. 
Like Moli before her, now she too has visions. Visions of Moli and the 
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road workers rising from the dead (superimposition techniques are used 
here) and returning to their work on the road, chanting their song as they 
go. This final set of visions is an important part of the complex pattern of 
shot reverse-shot in this film and a vital part of the sublimative relation 
constructed through this cinematic language. For Dingxiang, who has 
been a passive follower of Moli for the most part so far, these visions, 
which echo Moli's earlier heroic visions of the road workers as ego-ideals, 
signify her entry into a sublimative stage. For the audience, which has 
already been placed in this position before, this is a return, a repetition. 

Why is the audience given only tantalizing tastes of the gratification so 
many of the characters experience to the point of self-sacrifice, but also 
implicated so thoroughly in the denial of sexuality and the narcissistic 
transition phases of sublimation? Why does the film repeatedly return to 
the denial of sexuality and end with the audience in the middle of the sub
limative process again? Surely this is to spur us on. As Moli learns from 
the road workers and Dingxiang learns from the road workers and from 
Moli, so we must learn from all of them if we are to achieve the gratifica
tion promised at the end of the sublimative rainbow. I would argue that 
gratification, even vicarious, is dangled in front of the audience but with
held from them through the cinematic language of the film so that we may 
be motivated to go out into our "real" world, a world that is closely paral
leled to the world of the film through the documentary-style shots of 
Moli's first set of visions, and there experience confrontation (class strug
gle?) and make revolution. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Big Road carries a pattern of different shot reverse-shot structures (includ
ing visions) that imply the audience into a sublimative relation to the text. 
Central to this process is a character of minimal direct narrative signifi
cance, Moli. However, this pattern does not account for the entire film, 
and it also raises many broader questions and issues that I can only begin 
to deal with in this article. 

This complex and diverse film includes instances apparently relevant to 
a pattern of sexuality and revolution, but which I find difficult to fit in. 
For example, what are we to make of Dingxiang's love song to Xiao Luo? 
Coming some time after the central segment concerning Moli, it is shot 
mostly in the third person. The audience is placed in the position of voy-
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euristic onlookers again, and this time we discover that there is an audi
ence in the film sharing our experience when it transpires that Moli and 
the other road builders have been spying on the couple. Why is no shot 
reverse-shot used here? Why is there no immediate signification of trans
gression, no denial of this form of object cathexis? Could it be that we are 
denied the involvement afforded by shot reverse-shot precisely because 
this romantic, chaste love is the one acceptable outlet for the libido among 
the characters in the film? Would shot reverse-shot here disrupt the pattern 
of object denial for the audience? If so, what does Xiao Luo's death at the 
end of the film and Dingxiang's move to sublimation signify? The whole 
seems to sit uneasily in the film. Maybe it really is just noise in the system, 
but if so, the need for the appearance of the noise is itself an interesting 
question to consider. 

Another example that sits uneasily in the film occurs near the end. After 
Moli and the road workers have been shot and are lying dying on the 
ground, Dingxiang and her father help Moli and Jin Ge to positions where 
they may clasp hands and stare into each other's eyes, close to a kiss, 
before they finally pass away. There has been no earlier hint of any attach
ment between Jin Ge and Moli, and the complete lack of narrative motiva
tion for this incident is startling. What does it signify? Might it be a figure 
for a reverse of the sublimative process, a return to sexuality after the 
work of sublimation has achieved its end?2 If so, does this indicate that, 
after all, sublimation is not enough in and of itself? Must there be some 
compensation, some reward, for a successful sublimation? 

The overall sublimative pattern itself raises many questions extending 
beyond this film. First and most obvious, how generalizable is this pat
tern? I have no answer to this. As I mentioned above, Chinese films of the 
thirties do not seem particularly unified to me. However, it would be 
interesting to see if other leftist films of the period operate to arouse revo
lutionary ardor in audiences using similar techniques. 

Another relevant question is how the sublimative patterns in this film 
relate to the rhetorical patterns in post-1949 mainland Chinese cinema. I 
wrote an article earlier on the post-1949 cinema and its editing structures 
in which I found deployments of the shot reverse-shot very different both 
from this film and from Hollywood patterns (Berry 1985). The tendency 
there was to shoot from a third-person position that placed the audience 
so their knowledge of the narrative exceeded that of any single character. 
Shot reverse-shot tended to be used to signify a collapse of order, a break-
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down. Certainly it would be possible to hypothesize a transition from a 
desire to arouse energies toward conflict and change to a desire to main
tain order, and I think this would be worth investigating further. 

Finally, I would like to turn to the question of the sexual politics of this 
film. On the one hand, it is interesting that Moli's move to a positive, 
heroic role is coincident with a move to an ever more male-identified posi
tion that ends with her presence as the only woman among the men pull
ing the roller. Is it only possible for a woman to become a revolutionary by 
losing her gender identity? Is there no role that is both revolutionary and 
distinctively female? Also, why is the audience being addressed by this 
film so consistently male-identified? Must female audience members fol
low Moli to participate? On the other hand, there is the puzzling fact of 
Moli's existence at all and, even more so, of her central role. If revolution 
is a male activity, why is it necessary to find a place for a woman at all? 
Furthermore, why is Moli such a central agency in constructing the subli
mative relation between the film and the audience? Why not one of the 
road workers? Why not a man? All this indicates a complex, contradic
tory, and ambiguous relationship between gender and revolution in Chi
nese film, a relationship that could be investigated further in the equally 
powerful female roles in other large-cast leftist films such as Street Angel 
and Crossroads. 

Chris Berry, a British-born, UCLA-trained specialist in Chinese cinema, has spent 
three years working in Beijing and in mid-1988 begins teaching cultural studies at 
Griffith University in Brisbane, Australia. 
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Film as Language, Film as Power 

DANA POLAN 

WHAT IS implied in our standard notions of a cross-cultural communi
cation? The hope here might be for the establishment of that public sphere 
of reciprocal communication that theorists like Jiirgen Habermas have so 
called for - the hope for a site in which the excesses of an unequal distri
bution of cultural and communicational capital could be rethought and 
brought perhaps under the aegis of a universal or rational language. And 
certainly, the call for a mediation of differences is an essential moment in 
any cultural activity that wishes to counter precisely those forms of 
fragmentation, alienation, reification that have become so much a part of 
cultural life today. The power of such a call resonates, for example, in the 
later work of Jean-Paul Sartre, which is constantly inspired by a hope and 
faith in a transparency of human relations, in the potentials for a progres
sive discourse that could totalize the individualities of human practice and 
thereby forge the possibility for a veritable human anthropology. In an age 
where it is all too easy for cultural theory to fall for the bleakness of a con
ception of the social realm as essentially and irrevocably riven by differ
ence and incomprehension (as in the work of Pierre Bourdieu on cultural 
distinction where dominant discourse possesses all cultural capital, and 
dominated discourse possesses nothing but the endless ability to be domi
nated), Sartre's promotion of empathy - the ability to comprehend the 
Other, the ability to see the maneuvers of every Other as the working out 
of a human project - can guard a certain inspiration, the power to find 
promise in even the most oppressive of situations. Certainly, it is here that 
Sartre's work most makes its contribution to the theorization of the cross
cultural: in the sense that every human activity, no matter how different, 
no matter how Other, has its fundamental being in an attempt to work 
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through a situation - an attempt that should be comprehended as much 
as it should be judged. 

And yet to formulate the possibility this way may also be to suggest one 
of the dangers a politics of empathy can all too easily fall prey to. The very 
idea that comprehension could exist as a neutral, nonevaluative practice 
may have a certain practical expediency in particular situations, but it can 
easily fuel a myth of an essential human community where the "essence" 
of this essentiality is quickly associated with historically specific qualities 
of the empathizing observer (this, indeed, seems to be part of Claude Levi
Strauss's critique of Sartre; Levi-Strauss [1966] suggests that Sartre's 
dichotomy of cyclical primitive societies and historical modern societies is 
one of the most standard of Eurocentric projections). When Sartre (1976), 
for example, uses as an example of the powers of comprehension the 
image of an intellectual who from his window sees two workers separated 
by a wall and is able from his special vantage point to see the essential 
unity of labor that neither of the workers can see, the positive aspect of 
Sartre's formulation - the notion of knowledge as a practice that fights 
division - is undercut by one of the most classic and idealist notions of the 
Intellectual as the privileged figure who can comprehend what everyone 
else must miss. Significantly, this danger of a master-discourse that mas
ters the very figures it set out to empathize with is a danger of progressive 
as well as reactionary cultural thought (as Michel Foucault repeatedly 
argues in his desire not to be erected into a Representative Intellectual). 
Thus, what radicals like Stanley Aronowitz (1981) have come to call "The 
Crisis of Historical Materialism" seems specifically and finally the crisis of 
materialism's frequent desire to totalize, to make itself into a discourse 
that can cover all situations, speak for all cases. (Significantly, it is Arono
witz's own associate, Fredric Jameson, who among American materialists 
most seems open to such charges: Jameson's Sartrean interest in The Polit
ical Unconscious [1981] in seeing history as singular, the totalization of 
histories into History, bears the same utopian hopes as Sartre's work, but 
it also runs the risk of removing the specificity of each particular cultural 
struggle to make it take its place within the overall movement of Marxist 
thought. In such a perspective, the cultural works of such different prac
tices as feminism, the roman quebecois, African liberation, avant-garde 
art all become assimilated as superficial strategies that represent in partial 
ways the ostensibly fuller narrative of Marxism as a unified and unifying 
force.) 
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Notions of totalization, of a simple cross-culturalism, must always be 
submitted then to an open questioning that would examine the site from 
which one totalizes, the particular image of cross-culturalism that one 
wishes to establish. All too often, what is promoted as the cross-cultural 
comes down to the projection of one culture's practices (for example, 
European forms of enlightenment rationality) onto another in the name of 
seemingly abstract but actually historically concrete values. (It seems sig
nificant, for example, that a number of non-Westerners have begun to 
question even the most progressive uses in the West of a notion of the 
"Third World" as an example of the dangers of a West trying to encapsu
late an-other's experience in a stock phrase.) 

In a liberalist ideology of culture, communication occurs in a free and 
open space where everyone can have access to paths of transmission and 
reception. But such a conception (as in Herbert Gans's work on popular 
culture, which understands the government's role to be one of facilitating 
the greatest number of subcultures possible) can only inevitably ignore the 
connections of communication and power - the ways in which a commu
nication always takes place in a certain field of authorized possibilities. 
There is no such thing as a communication purely and innocently. The 
Austinian notion of a rational speech act is only finally the projection of a 
certain ideology of transparency in which certain kinds of representational 
discourse are permitted while all else is excluded, occluded; thus, as Jona
than Culler (1981) especially has pointed out, Habermas can only promote 
a notion of open discourse by downgrading discourses of irony, discourses 
of play: his modern republic is surprisingly like Plato's in its downplaying 
of the work of the non-rationalist, the non-philosopher. 

"The universal language has been found!" (spectator at a Lumiere film 
screening, circa 1896). From its beginnings, film was caught up in an ide
ology of the cross-cultural, or, to put it in the reverse way, of the not cul
turally specific. There was, in other words, the sense that film was some
how above the beliefs of a specific culture, an art that spoke naturally and 
directly across boundaries, an art truly of the public sphere. For example, 
in the work of one of the very first theorists of film - Hugo Munsterberg 
in his The Photoplay: A Psychological Study (1916) - we find a concep
tion of film as inner-language, a form that avoids conscious elaboration 
and reaches directly into the unconscious of the spectator. For Munster
berg, film touches the natural mind, imitating biologically inherent psy
chological processes. And yet what becomes evident from our later van-
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tage point - a vantage point in which we can benefit from decades of 
interrogation of psychological precepts - is the degree to which Munster
berg's psychology is a specific ideology of the mind rooted in specific his
torical conceptions; for example, writing as he does in the teens, Mun
sterberg can have little sense of the mind as a social construct, an 
internalization of externality as Sartre puts it. Munsterberg's "mind" is an 
ahistorical one unable to develop, unable to do anything but repeat the 
same processes over and over. One effect this conception has on Munster
berg's theory of film is that it prohibits him from having any real theory of 
film history; in other words, if film is an art that sprang up to imitate nat
urally the workings of the mind, Munsterberg can give no explanation as 
to why film wouldn't have found its perfect form from the very beginning 
and stayed that way. Munsterberg generalizes from those films available 
to him in the teens and sees these as representing the nature of cinematic 
possibility. It seems ironically appropriate in this respect that Munsterberg 
predicted that film would avoid synchronous sound as a betrayal of film's 
oneiric capabilities. 

At the same time, it is no less surprising to discover that Munsterberg's 
other major work at the time of The Photoplay was a series of industry
sponsored investigations into increasing efficiency in worker psychology. 
The notion of a natural psychology went hand-in-hand with a naturaliza
tion of worker psychology as something independent of specific historical 
constellations of power. The worker was "naturally" a worker: the only 
change in this schema was the possibility of making the worker more of a 
worker through the insistent application of Taylorism (which Munster
berg was a firm believer in). Not coincidentally, Munsterberg suggested 
that the very entertainment films he had seen in The Photoplay as tapping 
into the unconscious could be shown to workers to put them in a good 
mood for the world of work. 

The juxtaposition of these two research interests of Munsterberg can 
suggest how interested is a discourse that wants to present itself as disin
terested. Munsterberg is frequently little different in rhetoric from that lib
eral tradition of communication theory that calls for everyone's participa
tion in a free-speech of communication while ignoring or disavowing (and 
even contributing to) all the social constraints that can make such freedom 
lopsided, unbalanced. For example, no modern communication media so 
called for a free access to communication channels as the American film 
industry, while doing all it could to block access to every national cinema 
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but its own. One of the most important recent developments in historical 
work on the media has been the attention to the patterns of ownership and 
distribution of social capital: for example, work like Kristin Thompson's 
(1985) on the exportation of American film into the world market has 
shown the extent to which this exportation occurred not as a process of 
free access but as an active process of promotion (for American film) and 
constraint (for the other national cinemas). Thus, each time that local 
industries tried to set up quotas to allow more of their local production 
onto the screens, Hollywood producers would cry "Unfair" while doing 
such things as buying up local studios so that even local production would 
ultimately come under American influence. 

There is still much essential archival and institutional research to be 
done on media control and on the ways that such control renders impossi
ble (while nonetheless exploiting) liberalist notions of freedom of commu
nication, of the cross-cultural as a centered equality, a balancing. 

And yet it seems to me that we have to treat the institutional analysis of 
media with a certain degree of reservation and even critique. All too often, 
the analysis of institutional control leads to a kind of conspiracy theory of 
culture which ends in a notion of art as pure ideological control. Such a 
theory leaves little room for the specific operations of cultural texts and 
reduces them all to functional tools of a dominant ideology. In this sense, 
it is all too appropriate that so much institutional analysis qualifies itself 
as a theory of mass media and not mass culture as it is precisely a notion of 
the arts as a medium for something else - in this case, an ideology 
expressed purely univocally and unequivocally through the transparency 
of the art work - that is being appealed to. If, as Raymond Williams sug
gests, culture describes a structure of feeling in which residual and emer
gent cultural forces enter into contradiction, media theory can only be 
mutually exclusive with culture theory for it is precisely a notion of con
tradiction that media theory has to exclude. Or marginalize (as in 
Umberto Eco's particular theory of cultural resistance in which such 
resistance is conceived of as no more than the ability of consumers to read 
fully constituted and ideologically complicit messages in new and aberrant 
ways). 

The potentially reductive effects of a media theory of culture show up 
for me quite directly in the work of Edward Said, and it is worth looking 
at the case of Said since he is certainly one of the most influential writers 
on the politics of the cross-cultural and specifically on the ways a culture 
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comes to define its Other(s). Said's work on the constitution of Otherness 
has become a necessary point of reference for anyone concerned with the 
ways a dominant language sets up divisions and empowers certain discur
sive and existential possibilities while disabling others. But in books like 
Covering Islam (1981) especially and, to a lesser degree, Orientalism 
(1978), Said tends to accept a functionalist notion of the operations of dis
course. Dominant power is in place, and divisionary discourse works 
unambiguously and in pure effectivity to maintain this power. Hence, the 
dual sense of the title, Covering Islam: a study of news reportage on Iran, 
the book understands the operations of the news to be a telling but also a 
blanketing, an oppression. 

The title of Said's recent book, The World, the Text, and The Critic 
(1983), is significant in this respect, for while it might seem a simple juxta
position of three elements in the practice of literary criticism, it is also pos
sible to read the title as a kind of narrative on language's power. There is 
first and foremost the world, the site of an essential being, object of essen
tial psychical investments (Said's rhetoric, inspired in part by Lukacs's 
notion of a nostalgia in a modern age of homelessness, is filled here with 
images of filiation, myths of natural bonding, odes to primal connections 
to land and belonging). Language inaugurates a fall from being, a replace
ment of the essential by the mediate. In the best of cases - which, for Said, 
means the cases of canonic writers like Conrad or critics of essential being 
like Georges Poulet or the early J. Hillis Miller - the intrusion of language 
into the world means an expansion of the world, the augmentation of the 
world by the Word. But in the worst of cases - which, for Said, means the 
case of mass media - the world is degraded, betrayed, distorted by lan
guage, turned into a mere simulacrum of itself. The critic, then, will be 
that special figure - between culture and system as Said puts it - who will 
set language right ("Ending Ambiguity" is the title of one of Said's essays 
on the Palestine-Israeli conflict). In the way that both Beginnings (1975) 
and The World, The Text, and The Critic deal equally with creative writ
ers and critics, it becomes evident that Said sees an essential similarity of 
the two: not accidentally does The World, The Text, and The Critic 
chronicle a movement in Swift from creative work to the occasional and 
situational essay. 

It is interesting, then, to think about some of the terms that don't make 
it into Said's title. Most important for my argument here, there is no men
tion of the Reader and his or her place in the process of literary produc-
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tion. This may seem a minor point - after all, one can't expect a title to 
deal with everything - but it has a direct relation, I think, to Said's partic
ular way of conceiving the process of culture. For Said, there is no need to 
deal specifically with the process of reading since that activity has already 
been taken up by the critic. Said institutes a sharp split between the 
trained critic (Said's admiration for Auerbach is well known), who is given 
all responsibility, and the ordinary reader, who is left untheorized, rele
gated to a silent position of unimportance. Significantly, though, this split 
feeds into Said's theory of media, which imagines the media message as 
something passively absorbed, a covering and mythifying weightiness. For 
Said, mass culture is not to be analyzed but merely condemned. There is 
no room in the operations of mass culture for contradiction, for tensions, 
for the generation of meanings that might counter the sheer power of the 
media apparatus. At most, opposition can come from outside - thus, 
both Orientalism and The Question of Palestine give some attention to 
Arab writers who write creatively against Western domination - but it is 
more generally the Intellectual (incarnated in the polyglot Said) who is 
represented as having the greatest chance for moving out of the positions 
promoted by the dominant cultural apparati. 

In saying all this, I don't mean to minimize the power of dominant cul
tural forms, but I think we have to theorize more carefully the particular 
ways in which such forms operate. It is all too easy to assume that mass 
culture is the enemy, the direct tool of dominant ideology. The conse
quence can only be a self-willed marginalization, a desperate attempt to 
institute a negative dialectic (as in Adorno) where one fights desperately to 
avoid being part of the everyday operation of meanings. 

In recent years, however, a number of theorists - many of them 
inspired by Richard Hoggart and the Birmingham school of cultural anal
ysis - have begun to reexamine the field of mass culture to theorize it as 
the active site of a renegotiation of cultural meanings. In this approach, 
mass culture is not a form univocally imposed from on high by a culture 
industry. Instead, mass culture becomes the place in which the culture 
industry's messages interact - sometimes in vibrant clashes - with the 
needs and values of an everyday life that sometimes goes beyond the cul
ture industry's proffered messages. 

There is a danger in this approach: that of assuming that everyday life is 
some sort of pristine innocence that the culture industry then comes in to 
take over and ruin. One only has to read Hoggart's (1957) odes to the joys 
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of eating fish 'n' chips to realize the degree to which a theory of everyday 
life can easily turn into a nostalgic longing for an imaginary way of life. 
Such an approach can only ignore the real forces of history - the powers 
that make nostalgia mythological - and it is a dangerously small step 
from the invocation of an essential everyday life to the ideology of a fas
cism with its invocations of the pure glory of Land and Nature. 

However, the best of the cultural studies look at the workings of every
day life without any nostalgia for some time that would magically exist 
before or outside of the effects of dominant culture. Thus, to take one 
example, in Subculture, the Meaning of Style (I979), Dick Hebdige reads 
English punk rock and its life-style neither as a mark of late capital deca
dence nor as a fad of the culture industry (as in the argument of the influ
ential punk history, The Boy Looked at Johnny, which argues that Sid Vis
cious and the Sex Pistols were a plot created by record producers who 
believed that youth culture was passive enough to accept anything). 
Rather, for Hebdige, punk is to be read as an active attempt to rework 
dominant symbols in a new way, to create meanings that exceed the petit
bourgeois futures that would be the inevitable fate for so many of the 
punk rockers. For example, if one of capitalism's greatest discoveries was 
plastic, punk engages in an almost Brechtian foregrounding of plastic, 
incorporating it as an all-too-evident and deliberately tacky item in one's 
visual display: in an age that might seem to be marked by all the aliena
tions of plastic (see Roland Barthes on the affective differences between 
wooden and plastic toys), punk engages in a put-on of capitalist plasticity 
by taking it one step further, imagining a kind of takeover of everyday life 
by plasticity. Unlike I960s folk rock (Baez; Peter, Paul, and Mary; and so 
on) with its nostalgia for a life before culture, a life of Nature (reflected in 
the cool nature browns of clothing, the whole utilization of an American 
Indian look), punk argues that there is no going back to a before-culture 
(and never was). There is no way to step fully outside the influences of 
dominant culture; at best, one can reconstellate the objects and signs of 
that culture in new ways. Hence, the subcultural strategies of pastiche, 
montage, quotation, all of which refigure the figures of a dominant cul
ture. 

Significantly, if we return to the case of Said, we can find there a sub
cultural practice that runs against his elitist valorization of the Intellectual 
as special figure. If it is possible to read the title of The World, The Text, 
and The Critic as that sort of classic narrative of fall-restoration that 
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M. H. Abrams (1971) has suggested is so a part of dominant, post
Enlightenment tradition, it is nonetheless possible to read the course of 
the book itself as rejecting this logical narrative pattern to argue instead 
the possibility for a discourse that would be an active disruption of classi
cal narrativity, of a teleology governed by an inevitable sense of an ending. 
As I have argued in a review of the book (Polan 1985), it is possible to read 
the movement of The World, The Text, and The Critic as performing a 
critique of the idealist functions of precisely that sort of restorative intel
lection that the book's title invokes. The book starts in the familiar world 
of fairly canonic authors (Swift, Conrad) and indeed writes about them in 
fairly canonic ways (so that, I would argue, the Conrad discussion 
becomes virtually indistinguishable from any apolitical writing on Con
rad). But as the book moves along, it demands that its reader first learn to 
rewrite the autonomy and specialness of literary production within the 
material and deautonomatizing constraints of a whole series of worldly 
forces interrogated by critical theory. But, then, this new structure of the 
book, which can seem classical in itself - literature as inadequate without 
a critical theory to explain it, complete it - is itself undone by a next step 
in the book's trajectory. From essays on European and American criticism, 
the book moves to a discussion of little-known or little-read Orientalists 
like Renan and Massignon. These chapters, going beyond what one 
expects from a traditional literary criticism, disrupt the flow of the book, 
demanding that the reader learn to expand his or her horizons and dis
cover ways of thinking that are not bound by traditional disciplinary lim
its. 

What I referred to earlier as Said's linking of the creative and critical 
writer takes on a new value in this respect. Creative work and critical 
work are similar not in their offer of a transcendental promise of escape 
from a fallen condition but, quite the contrary, in their nontranscendental 
reworking of given conditions, an active disruption of tradition. When in 
a recent essay Said suggests that one aspect of political practice involves 
"forging connections;' the project can seem that idealist one of rendering 
back to truth a situation that has been obscured by division and reifica
tion, but the choice of the verb "forging" can also send us in a very differ
ent direction - to Frank Lentricchia's Criticism and Social Change (1983), 
for example, where "forging" is used precisely for its double sense as a 
making and as a fictionalizing. In Lentricchia's approach, criticism is no 
longer mimetic - trying to cognize an anterior and fully constituted Real; 
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rather, it is rhetorical, an intervention of language in a present whose 
"reality" is in-process. 

In this sense, we might suggest that Said is a creative writer himself, 
actively forging a new image of critical practice. Thus, if even a fairly 
recent text like Said's review of John Berger and Jean Mohr's Another Way 
of Telling (Said 1982) seems to revert to a myth of pure selfhood undone by 
dominant discourse - Said speaks here of "monopolistic systems of order, 
all engaged in the extinction of privacy, subjectivity, and free choice" - it 
is as possible to read the essay in another way as a recognition that cul
tural struggle means not a return to a pure space of innocence but an 
attempt to rework the restrictions of a current space in new directions, 
new permutations. In fact, the details of Said's own essay suggest that 
what he is most interested in in Mohr and Berger's blending of text and 
image is not some process by which all this representation would give us 
back a truth of the land, of the peasant, that we have lost beneath the 
alienations of modernity. Quite the contrary, he seems well aware of the 
ways in which Berger and Mohr are themselves using modernity (photog
raphy, the printed book) to reconstellate some of the arrangements of 
everyday life that modernity commonly establishes. The politics in An
other Way of Telling lies not so much in a referent of the words or of the 
photos as in the montage between word and image and the new possibili
ties of reading that such a montage can lead to. Indeed, Said himself seems 
quite attracted to this notion of a productive montage that doesn't so 
much reflect the world (or end its ambiguity) as add a new praxis to it: 
Said expresses great admiration for the particular strategy of Mallek 
Alloula in The Colonial Harem (1986), where postcards of Occidental 
imperialism are altered by a new writing and publishing strategy (and, for 
his own part, Said calls elsewhere for a politics of the "contrapuntal"); 
Said himself has produced a BBC program that is less a document on 
Orientalism than an active confrontation of different words and images to 
construct a new and active representation of Orientalist activity; and 
Said's next book, After the Last Sky (1986), juxtaposes text against Jean 
Mohr photographs precisely, it seems, to engage in the same sort of crea
tive politics as Mohr with Berger. 

I am suggesting, then, that we understand the role of the cultural critic 
not to be one of dismissal of mass culture as some sort of univocal tool or 
function or expression of a dominant culture industry. Quite the contrary, 
the critic should interrogate such culture to find ways to forge within it the 
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possibilities of contradiction, of a tension between an intended dominance 
and its active rewriting. It is precisely this sort of contraction that I have 
recently tried to enact in my book, Power and Paranoia: History, Narra
tive, and the American Cinema, 1940-1950, especially in two early chap
ters on the war years. The war would seem perfect for an institutions and 
media approach that would want to reduce culture to nothing more than a 
tool of a dominant ideology. After all, the war was a moment of intense 
commitment where Hollywood set out to inspire active participation in 
what the narrator of the popular wartime novel, Since You Went Away, 
refers to as "the greatest adventure we [husband and wife] ever had:' 
Everyday life itself became an intense site of institutional scrutiny as 
everything from mode of dress to manner of eating became subject to rigid 
disciplinary rules (for example, it was declared no longer impolite to eat 
bones with one's fingers since this allowed a more effective consumption 
of food in a rationing situation). The incarceration of the American Japa
nese is only the tip of an iceberg of institutional attempts to pull everyday 
life under the control of a univocal codification. In such a context, the 
recent work of revisionist historians on the ways the war was fought not 
only for immediate victory but more intensely for the victory of an Ameri
can capitalism and American imperialism (for example, the Marshall 
Plan, the wartime planning of the Committee for Economic Development 
to monopolize postwar production) can seem not at all surprising. 

As I suggest in Power and Paranoia, the narrative form of classic Ameri
can film would seem to make a nice fit with the ideological project of war
time America. If classic narrativity involves a regulated disturbance of a 
steady-state and then the restoration of steadiness, then the films of war
time commitment will use this process to narrate war as a kind of engage
ment with, and overcoming of, the contingencies of the moment. The 
importance of narrative, then, for the war effort lies in its resilient ability 
to allow conflict or contradiction but to then enclose such forms of ten
sion within a higher order of unity. For the historical moment, narrative is 
a particularly effective representational form in the ways that it substitutes 
for the declaration of immediate triumph a different sort of triumph, one 
gained through a temporal overcoming of chaos and discordance. Narra
tive allows an embedding of contradiction within an inevitability of solu
tion, a final coherence. Narrative temporalizes affirmation and so allows 
it to anticipate and cover over countering situations. 

In this respect, the war years take on a particularly strong form as a 
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narrative moment where ideology deals with historical openness by 
enframing it within the limits of a tale. Hence, the predominance for an 
ideology of commitment of what I call narratives of conversion. The con
version narrative, as in such films as Casablanca, Manhunt, China Girl, 
To Have and Have Not, Flying Tigers, Pride of the Marines, Sergeant 
York, and so on and so on, chronicles the move to commitment on the 
part of someone who was initially resistant to involvement in the war (as 
the opening title of China Girl says, "An American man is interested in 
three things: money, girls, and his country. Our hero was interested in two 
of these at the beginning of our story"). The conversion narrative can 
admit opposition, but it temporalizes opposition as a step that will give 
way in the higher order movement of a generalized and generalizing com
mitment. 

And yet, I suggest that even in this moment of intense confluence of 
government, business, and personal concerns, there are alternate forces 
and energies that can find no easy place within the dominant narrative of 
commitment. Specifically, the previous domination of Hollywood narra
tive by a commitment to narratives of romance and exceptional individu
ality can only pose problems for a new wartime narrativity that needs to 

defer romance and work to direct commitment elsewhere. Hence, the title 
and theme of a I944 film, Uncertain Glory, where the uncertainty revolves 
around the full incompatibility of two options for the man: to stay with 
the woman or to sacrifice himself for the war. Here, the film remains in 
uncertainty, showing a historical irreducibility of two very different ideo
logical representations. To be sure, many of the films try to rewrite love 
and war commitment as parts of a single, unified narrative: hence, the 
ending of The Very Thought of You, where both heroes come back from 
the war to the women they love. 

Narrative needs what Frank Kermode (I966) calls "The Sense of an 
Ending;' a final point that assembles temporality in a significant coher
ence that nothing else can meaningfully follow. The problem of the war 
moment, though, is that such an ending is really unavailable; narrative is 
being constructed in the present, in a temporality where there can be 
doubt as to how things will turn out (even if the dominant belief, espe
cially from I943 on, is that victory is assured, there can still be doubt as to 

the fate of particular individuals in the fight for victory). Faced with a con
tingent reality whose ending is unknown, narrative will try to come up 
with a number of mythic solutions. For example, at the beginning of the 
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war especially, there will be a whole series of films that look at an Ameri
can past and try to narrate victories there: in other words, they use the 
past for the sense of an ending denied in the present (see, for example, Kit 
Carson, They Died With Their Boots On, Santa Fe Trail, and so on). As 
another possibility, a number of films will use past defeats as a lesson for 
the future; they seem to suggest, in other words, that even the worst of 
defeats can be rewritten as a sensible, coherent, even positive ending (for 
example, a film like Wake Island or all the film references to Pearl Harbor 
as a lesson for the future, as in Gung Ho, where a tearful Marine in a 
transport going past the wreckage is asked by his commander, "Is there 
anything I can do for you?" and replies, "Yes, sir. Tell me when we're going 
into action so I can get a crack at those laps"). 

But the contact of narrative form with a contingent temporality that 
can really exceed its control can lead to all sorts of tensions in cultural 
production. There are, for example, active resistances to the unifying ide
ology of a singular commitment: among these, I would cite the Los 
Angeles zoot battles (a veritable clash of culture and subculture with the 
dangling watch standing as a challenge to the clockwork discipline of war
time factory production and the baggy pants a challenge to the rationing 
of cloth); black America's Double V campaign (no victory overseas with
out victory at home); the rise of wildcat and symbolic strikes (despite a 
government-industry no-strike pledge, the war period witnesses more 
strikes than any other previous period in American history). To cover over 
such tensions, narrative either intensifies its will to control contingency 
mythically - as in Star Spangled Rhythm, where a character finds himself 
unattractive to women until he trades his zoot-suit for a military uniform 
- or it begins to give in to contingency and thus narrate situations that can 
only seem in contradiction with the needs of war commitment. Signifi
cantly, for example, the film I cited above, The Very Thought of You, as 
allowing war and love to exist together, only does so by having both 
heroes wounded and discharged from active service. There is the sense 
here that love requires an end to commitment, a removal from engage
ment. Such a tension becomes even more pronounced in the I942 film, 
Blondie for Victory, where the need to preserve the couple means that 
both Blondie and Dagwood are put into situations that refuse active 
engagement. Dagwood will even use the possibility of enlistment as a 
threat to scare Blondie into giving him more attention at home; Blondie, 
who had tried to start a Women's War Auxiliary, will renounce her project 
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(a strange act in a moment that is saying officially that women should par
ticipate in the war efforts outside the home) and decide to be just a house
wife. 

I want to render these comments a little more precise by concentrating 
on the operations of one wartime film, White Cargo. I do so not to privi
lege this film or the I940S in any way (for me, the film and the period are 
examples from a general work in progress on film and ideology) but to fol
low through on something that has been implicit in the whole theory of 
this paper: namely, that cultural analysis has to avoid generalizations (as 
in Said) about the meaning of culture. The analysis, then, is proposed as 
an example of a reading that could well be applied elsewhere (other films, 
other periods, other arts). 

If, as film theorist Thierry Kuntzel suggests, the opening images and 
scenes of a classic film can be read to sum up or condense, as it were, the 
whole of a film's narrative trajectory, then the opening of White Cargo 
would well seem to promise a narrative of extreme clarity and rigorous 
simplicity. 1 A clarity and simplicity most immediately of thematic opposi
tion: as the credits proceed, still pictures progressively move us down river 
from the uncivilized, threatening depths of a mysterious jungle, to out
posts cutting into that jungle, to a last image (under the director's name) 
of the jungle seen from within an outpost, framed like a picture. A themat
ics of conquest, then: the untamed is brought under control, its own life 
submits to both a controlling narrativization (the jungle no longer exists in 
itself but now is no more than a path to Culture) and a static reification 
(frozen as a picture in the last image, nature becomes an encircled object, 
in frame, signed as property by the proper name of a Hollywood director). 

A clarity and simplicity, also, of enunciation. In recent years, film theo
rists have turned to linguistics' theory of enunciation - the study of the 
markers of a speaker's presence (through, for example, linguistic shifters) 
in his or her discourse. Looking for such markers in film implies a refusal 
to understand the film image as a natural or objective recording of a real
ity and a desire, instead, to understand how images are produced from a 
particular point of view, a particular place. For Raymond Bellour (I977), 
for example, much of the fascination of Hitchcock films resides in their 
meeting up of the spectator's desire with the camera's desire with the 
desire of particular characters in the film with the desire of Hitchcock as 
man behind the other men and as man behind the camera, all of which 
revolve around a desire to know the mystery of Woman. 
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In White Cargo, the enunciation works immediately to give men a con
trol over the narration of a contingent reality. The last, signed image of 
the credits gives way to live-action shots of an airplane arriving and men 
greeting each other. Whatever story will follow will proceed by and 
through these men; they are the narrators of reality, the controllers of its 
movements. One man reminds the other of an earlier time (1910), and, as 
they both look at a photograph from that past time, the camera moves in, 
the photo comes to life, and we are in the story proper. A story established 
by the narrating man, then, the events of that story enounced to confirm 
the controlling force of the man as storyteller. 

A clarity and simplicity, in addition, of ideological project: it is 1942 
(the year of the film's release and of its own story) and the Home Office 
has sent a man by airplane into the jungle to exhort the local representa
tive to increase rubber production. It is this Home Office man himself 
who, wanting to explain to the locals how hard they must work, will call 
upon the past, who will enounce the past in reference to a present. A film 
early in the war, White Cargo then offers a message to its 1942 by allegory; 
through the example of 1910'S story, we in 1942 can learn what to do, what 
to avoid: we too must civilize nature, control its dispersive potential. Nar
rative, then, serves as an overdetermined way of combatting a resistant 
force: the credits show this force under the sway of an acculturating tra
jectory; the Home Office man tells a story to give 1942 a narrative of its 
own (increase production and we will win the war); moreover, the story 
that he tells will itself be a narrative of control as in 1910, the jungle 
woman Tondelayo threatens the ostensible sanctity of the white, male out
post and is killed off. 

The clarity and simplicity, then and moreover, of a sexual, imperial(ist) 
project: if the credits give us jungle and outpost but no shots of human 
beings, the first scene gives us two white men, and a long section of the 
film stays within a man's world. The narrative works best (and, in the 
content of the narrative, the workers work best) in the absence of women. 
The outpost is a self-contained civilization in which woman can only be 
disruption: of narrative, of the static image, of work, of the ideological 
project. If later films of the war period will respond to needs of the home
front war effort by admitting and narrating a place (albeit circumscribed) 
for women in work and productive relations, White Cargo's enunciation 
of women seems unflinchingly severe: woman must finally be absence, an 
off-screen silence. The binary opposition between nature and Culture in 
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the opening images would then seem to be a proleptic trope of the entire 
film's uncompromising and extreme ideological intensity. 

And yet, the very rigidity of this active use of images and narrative of 
extreme intensity can be an occasion for a reflective pause in our critical 
engagement with such a seemingly clear and precise film. If, as psycho
analysis especially suggests to us, extreme rationality is not so much a 
weapon against perversion but only the most intense form of perversion 
itself, then the sheer severity of White Cargo's narrative can reveal itself as 
a symptom of illness (that sort of imperial illness that Conrad's Heart of 
Darkness so intensely enacts). The film might seem to spring from an anx
iety against threat whose self-decided solution (kill the woman, tame the 
jungle, exterminate all beasts) is a feverish attempt to draw back from the 
site of anxiety to a fixed and seemingly invincible position. In other 
words, I would suggest that one strategy we might want to take with the 
seemingly complicit work of dominant mass culture would be to look for 
traces of breaks and strain and contradiction to show that this cultural 
work's mastery is a fragile one, its very health a mark of illness. 

I draw my inspiration here from a recent study of hysteria and of domi
nant medical power's attempts to control and, indeed, even to construct a 
manageable version of hysteria. The study, Invention de l'hysterie by 
Georges Didi-Huberman (1982), derives from Michel Foucault an under
standing of power as, in part, a discursive activity that works as much by 
encouraging aberrant behavior in its subjects (so as to make them evident, 
visible, and therefore controllable) as by repressing them. The hysteric 
found that her role at Salpetriere was not to be cured (indeed, the cure rate 
was rather low) but literally to make a spectacle of herself ... for the 
doctors' watchful eyes and cameras. If the hysteric tried to resist her spec
taclization, a whole machinery of disciplinary power was ready to force 
her back to the proscribed, desired event: if she tried to go out of frame, 
for example, pincers and complicated gadgets held her in place; if she tried 
to silence her hysteria, the doctors forced her to break that silence and 
encouraged new outbreaks (through hypnosis, electric shock, severe 
noise, and even direct body contact, usually in the form of ovular com
pression); if she tried to express with her illness a hopefully personalized 
and unique statement of her body's agony, a preexisting catalogue (Salpe
triere's iconography - systematized photographs of "all" possible out
breaks of hysteria) was ready and waiting to reduce that uniqueness 
through the norms of established genres and types; moreover, if she pre-
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sented symptoms that referred to no type, then a new terminology and a 
new category could always be generated (thus, in Foucault's sense, the 
language of power operated as a potentially infinite expanding spiral, a 
veritable logorrhea). 

But, as Didi-Huberman suggests, so much a mustering and attempted 
mastering of the apparati of power can be read finally as a sign of that 
power's insecurity. Unable to understand hysteria (as in Sartre's empathe
tic sense), the discourse of knowledge could only be bewildered and fright
ened by it. Hysteria was the unpredictable, the malefic. Most dangerously 
for a power-knowledge that claimed that it wanted to work with hysteria, 
to enter into dialogue with it, hysteria was a potentially self-sustaining 
and self-dialoguing discourse: in what the doctors perceived as virtually 
an insult to their authority, the hysteric seemed to ignore the voice of 
authority, to prefer instead ethereal, incorporeal voices of inferiority. At 
the extreme, the doctor's sense of insult could turn into jealousy; Didi
Huberman notes how some of the patients carried on discourses of love 
and even mimed sexual activity with invisible partners. Perceived as a 
rejection of the doctor (who in the late nineteenth century was coming 
more and more to anticipate Freud's theory of transference, the hope that 
the patient would come to desire the doctor), this contact by the hysteric 
with an absent Other was insupportable to the doctors, who called forth a 
whole disciplinary complex to force their own presence on the hysteric. At 
an extreme, the doctor even seemed frighteningly to find his own emo
tional self reflected in the comportment of the hysteric (thus, as Didi
Huberman shrewdly notes, Charcot had the very same eye ailment that he 
photographed as a symptom of hysteria; like the hysteric, he often tried to 
resist his own spectaclization by trying to be photographed only in pro
file). In such ways, the "objectivity" of "authoritative" discourse then 
reveals itself to be inspired and thus undercut by a whole realm of psycho
logical complexes, of emotional investments: nonutilitarian fascination, 
jealousy, seduction, pride, vanity. It is these complexes that drive the will
to-power. 

At first glance, the world of White Cargo would appear to be an effec
tively powerful one: as I've noted, the opening of the film works to estab
lish this power through narrative, through the pressure of the historical 
moment, through strategies of filmic enunciation and point-of-view. 
When we move into the story proper, we seem to be in a world of surety 
and authority. The local representative, Witzel, is a skillful man, and his 
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skill extends beyond a technocratic control of production to a control of 
past (he is a sort of white man's memory for the region), present (he is, as 
one character says, the only law for miles around), and future: Witzel has 
so understood the dimensions of his job that he can foresee all problems 
and can even predict conversation (he knows, for example, that all new 
arrivals to the camp will comment on the possibilities in the region for 
hunting). If Witzel is a kind of symbolic father - source of knowledge and 
advice and giver of the law to all the people around him - his fathering is 
significantly a self-sustaining one. No women are necessary to keep this 
family going as Witzel sits back and waits for the Home Office to send 
him new recruits - a male world that generates its own (male) offsprings. 

The explicit movement of the story will then be classical in the precise 
sense that Stephen Heath (1981, 136) assigns to the notion of classical cin
ema as narrativization: "a narrative action is a series of elements held in a 
relation of transformation such that their consecution . . . determines a 
state S' different [from] an initial state S .... A beginning, therefore, is 
always a violence, the interruption of the homogeneity of S .... The task 
of narrative - the point of the transformation - is to resolve the violence, 
to replace it in a new homogeneity:' 

Moving in out of the shadows, Tondelayo figures a disruption of the 
ordered world of the outpost. If the men have their established procedures 
for dealing with the world, so does Tondelayo. She carefully plots her 
course, applying proven methods (for example, a splinter-in-the-foot 
trick), trying the male's methods against him. Tondelayo appears stereo
typically as a force of dangerous but calculating energy, an unbridled 
libido in and against a male world of dry rigidity. 

If the extreme way for men to react against the threat is to actualize the 
potential violence inherent in power relations - in this case, killing off 
Tondelayo - the details of the story suggest more subtle, more discursive 
ways by which power encircles its objects. Most interestingly, Tondelayo's 
struggle is immediately one played out in and through language. In a real
ity where power is closely linked to modes of knowledge, as Foucault 
most especially suggests, physical violence and outright repression can be 
held off and displaced by a control within the realm of discursivity, the 
epistemological structures of a knowing system. Tondelayo, then, is liter
ally first a victim of enunciation. Shaped by words (for example, the repu
tation that precedes her), she can only live out her energy within the limits 
of those words (and we must not forget that she only exists in the story of 
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the film as a figure narrated by a man}. Tondelayo is the object of a consti
tuting discourse: first, the name in the credits (Hedy Lamarr, famous as 
the "scandalous" woman who swam nude in Ecstasy; White Cargo even 
includes a reference to Tondelayo's enticing baths in the river). Second, 
Tondelayo's own name is one that conjures up a whole realm of cultural 
cliche - woman as repository of the exotic, woman as mystery (but the 
very presence of the known star, Hedy Lamarr, a white actress playing a 
jungle woman, helps control the mystery, makes it manageable and name
able). Before she even appears on the screen, Tondelayo is enounced 
within the frames of a discourse that acknowledges her difference but 
tames it through the constituting powers of language: language as namer 
("Who is this ... Tondelayo?" asks the new recruit, Langford); language 
as cataloguer (Witzel describes all the sins that Tondelayo is guilty of); lan
guage as oracle (Witzel tells Langford just what he can expect from "this 
Tondelayo"). 

As if to underscore the power of the dominant system's naming power, 
Witzel's naming extends beyond Tondelayo to cover all the people around 
him. He knows what everyone will say (even if what is said will bring him 
pain); he gives people their language; as we see when he explains the lit
eral and metaphorical meanings of "dry rot;' he is the region's dictionary. 
Langford, on the other hand, is the greenhorn caught between Witzel's 
domination and Tondelayo's excess; his hesitation between the two is a 
virtual figure of the film's own doubt, wanting to believe in cliches of 
woman as danger but caught up in the very (Hollywood) spectacle of the 
exciting attractiveness of the starlet. Like Tondelayo, like the slackers that 
the war-time film will come more and more to condemn for a weakness or 
narcissism that blocks full commitment to a work effort, Langford must 
finally be banished. His destiny, like Tondelayo's, is to be enclosed in an 
objectifying name; as he lies on a stretcher waiting to be put on the 
steamer back to England, Witzel refers to him as "White Cargo;' the title 
of the film. Ineffectual as subjects, the nonpowerful heroes can only 
become objects, so much dead weight (literally so in the case of Tonde
layo, virtually so in the case of Langford). 

But the very presence of the Langford character in a film that could 
have been written without him (for example, the film could have had just 
Witzel as the upright man tempted beyond the limits of his system) can 
already suggest the limits of power in the film. Indeed, conflict over the 
necessary role to adopt in everyday life would seem to be the fate of many 
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wartime films, caught as they are between commitment to a stoic rational
ity (the need to build an effective war machine) and adherence to a com
passionate emotionalism (see, for example, Gjerd Bjarnesen Uudith An
derson] in Edge of Darkness [1943], a Norwegian underground member 
caught between her love for a kind Nazi and her commitment to the cause 
of resistance). In the very intensity of its desire to circumscribe both itself 
and the dangers that it feels are threatening it, the dominant power can 
reveal a vulnerability, the limits of its ideological closures. Georges Didi
Huberman notes how the power of the doctors of hysteria responded to 
the contours of hysteria with a battery of techniques and devices, each one 
progressively more unreal, each one bordering on the absurd (and some
times launching completely into the absurd, as in the case of Hippolyte 
Baraduc, who thought that his special photographs could directly capture 
the internal spirit of patients). Ultimately unconcerned with knowing the 
Other, dominant discourse can only create a fantasy construction of that 
Other (a fantasy with real effects in the real world, however). Like the 
doctors whose encounters with what they called the mad only seemed to 
render the doctors themselves more mad, intense power is an absurd 
power, and in a film like White Cargo we can read details of the film as 
showing up the absurdity of its dominant 1942 message ("Be strong or bad 
forces will conquer you") to engage in another message, that of power's 
potential weakness, its temptation to give in to all that threatens it. Wit
zel's power in White Cargo may be an effective power, but it is absurd in 
its extent and desire; for example, in throwaway scenes, we learn that it is 
an arbitrary power (for no apparent reason, Witzel refuses to let the white 
men eat together); a narcissistic power (Witzel sends a native to prison not 
so much for firing a gun but for firing it at Witzel); a power disturbed by 
the weaknesses of sentimentality (when the other men sing· about home, 
Witzel finally gives in and joins them). If the credits show a transition 
from a dangerous outside to a safe inside, one of Witzel's recurrent refer
ences (to the "dry rot" that he suggests undoes so many men's steadfast
ness) undoes the sharpness of the initial opposition and shows the security 
of ideological division giving way to a blurring of positions, a deconstruc
tive complication. 

If power exerts itself as a force against its own anxiety, we might well 
ask what there is to be anxious about. Upon closer analysis, one of the 
seemingly innocuous running gags of the film suggests an answer. 
Throughout the film, the new recruits annoy Witzel by talking in preten-
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tious, upper-class, London-town style that Witzel feels is inappropriate to 
the hard and gritty life of the jungle (Langford in particular keeps putting 
off getting to work with the claim that he has to become "acclimatized"). 
The laughability of the situation - the wet-behind-the-ears dude mocked 
for his smartsy but actually naive schoolboy manner - would seem at first 
to be only one more confirmation of the film's support of Witzel, bastion 
of cool pragmatism in a world gone soft. But the intensity of Witzel's 
response - winces, convulsions, outwardly directed threats of violence -
suggests that this is no laughing matter, that something that hits closer to 
home is going on. The film is fascinated by the repetitive predictability of 
the recruits' language (so that the cutting even anticipates this by setting 
up a shot-reaction shot logic between the recruit and Witzel's response). 

We might get at this predictability of repetition and repetition of pre
dictability by suggesting that it resembles the operations of a repetition
compulsion, according to Freud's specific explanation of that process. In 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1950) especially, Freud suggests that the 
compulsion to repeat, initially seeming to be a source of pleasure (the 
forti da game that fills in for an unsupportable lack), actually reveals itself 
in analysis to be the proleptic repetition in life of an inevitable death; 
against the security of position, the pleasure of an existential fullness, the 
compulsion-to-repeat enacts what Stephen Heath calls a "fading of the 
subject [the human subject, that is];' a break-up of the teleology of the 
human project by the inescapable fact that all projects are brought to 
nought by death. That is to say, where life consciously strives for a vibrant 
fullness and presence, there are forces nonetheless that operate uncon
sciously to undo everything that the projects of a life "accomplish." Where 
some films explicitly deal with this - as in Heath's example, Realm of the 
Senses, which narrates an increasingly inevitable encounter with death -
the classic Hollywood film tries to cover over these subversive forces in the 
glory of spectacle or in the radiance of ending that is seen somehow as a 
triumph over death. The latter, for example, seems to be part of the func
tion of the marriage in the screwball comedy where the man and woman 
who have been bickering during the entire course of the film suddenly dis
cover that they are in love and the film comes to an end. The marriage 
here takes on its value as an ultimate meaning - an eternal romance -
that nothing can disturb. (I always want to know what the next scene after 
"The End" will be, and Buster Keaton's College makes fun of the happy 
ending as ultimate ending by showing the happy young couple and then 
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showing them older and older and then ending with an image of their two 
tombstones side by side.) 

Death, then, is not only a subject-matter of film but part of its narrative 
structure, a force that disturbs plenitude to get a story going. The classic 
film is fascinated by the violence its initial stasis undergoes. In White 
Cargo, for example, death is part of the story but also a force of the film 
style (for example, the fade-out that punctuates Tondelayo's first appear
ance on the screen - it is as if her intrusion into the film stops the film for 
a moment, disrupts the plenitude of the male world and of the world of 
the spectator watching the spectacle of this plenitude). 

Death is most immediately a context of the film production's historical 
moment (World War II as a pivot that will determine the fate of the world; 
we might note in passing that Freud arrives at his notion of the death-drive 
by a study of war trauma). This historical context then becomes interna
lized as the threat of the film: we need rubber to stop the murderous Japa
nese invaders, we are in a world where natives can shoot at white men, we 
live in a world disturbed by women who can only kill or be killed. Witzel's 
own fascination with, but simultaneous disgust for, rot, aging, fatigue, 
corruption are signs of his inescapable contact with death (and, as if to 
confirm his fear, he is absent from the framing story, which takes place 
thirty-two years later and which shows another man doing his job). 

If repetition is a mark of death, then it is revealing that both Tondelayo 
and the Home Office (in the figure of new recruits) are equally figures that 
make repeated intrusions into the supposedly enclosed world of the rub
ber planter, Witzel. If on one level the film pits the unity of white men 
against the dangers of a female-principle (as in a Hawks film, the men 
form a tight community in the space of a singalong), on another level, it 
suggests splits within the male realm (for example, Witzel versus the 
Home Office). What we can find in White Cargo specifically is a particu
lar historical inflection of psychoanalytic principles like the death-drive. 
In this sense, psychoanalysis reveals itself not to be a universal herme
neutic but a component of a social analysis. Witzel is not "universal man" 
in a universal compulsion-to-repeat but a specific socially bound figure: 
the employed functionary caught between a power that he dispenses and a 
power that he is in submission to. Not just the outside world of the jungle 
woman but the inside world of work too would be a mark of death and 
danger, a sign of the worker's precarious position (this might be one sug
gestion why both the vamp and the virgin can be sources of fear for the 
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male in American mythology; the American male experiences the death of 
his projects in the external world of a dangerous Nature but also in the 
internal world of a static domesticity). Indeed, for sociologist Jean Bau
drillard, production and labor would inevitably be processes of death, 
irreversible processes that come to an end that one can ultimately have lit
tle control over. The finished product, for example, goes beyond the 
worker's control to take on a life of its own and mock the worker's ambi
tion to have more life than the commodities that surround him or her. 
Against an alienation from the product, the worker looks for recourse to a 
number of mythic strategies, virtual fetishes: a pride in work even if it is 
alienating, but even more intensely, a fascination with possession and col
lection, "an anal aggressivity sublimated in games, discourse, order, classi
fication, distribution" (Baudrillard 1968, 35). The worker, threatened by 
the otherness of the world, works to assert a mastery over otherness. It is 
important to suggest the implications that the alienations of labor can 
hold for the possibilities of a cross-culturalism. Self-alienation is turned 
into an alienation of the Other. As Sartre suggests in Reflections on the 
Jewish Question, hatred of an-Other seems to come most from those 
groups with enough power to hate (and make that power effective) and 
with not enough power to no longer have to worry about the threat of the 
Other. In Sartre's discussion of French antisemitism, for example, it is the 
petit-bourgeois - the shopkeeper, for example, caught between the realm 
of the common laborer (a realm that the petit-bourgeois fears he might 
end up in if there is economic crisis) and the realm of the rich banker or 
monopolist - who most demonstrates a capacity for a scapegoating repre
sentation of the Other. 

It might be a useful historicization of psychoanalytic categories to sug
gest that Witzel's anxiety (and that of the film with him) is here particu
larly a middle-sector anxiety: the anxiety of what Sartre in volume 3 of his 
L'Idiot de la famille (1972) analyzes as the social class of the capables, the 
workers of bureaucracy, the directors of common labor, the employed 
architects of society. Sartre psychoanalyzes these middle-level workers to 
suggest how their unstable economic and political position was also an 
unstable psychological position: the capable lives a life of cynicism (a 
sense of his superiority to the crass businessman he works for), of ner
vousness (is layoff just around the corner?), of unpredictability (the capa
ble can jump from submission to momentary rebellion; in Marx's analy
sis, this is the most unpredictable sector of class interaction), of longing 
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tainted with self-disrespect (the capable desires dominant power while see
ing that power as a corruption), of perversity (for example, a sexuality 
that alternates, as Sartre suggests for Flaubert, between excessive 
machismo and identification with the feminine), of schizophrenia (in pub
lic, the capable is all obedience, his future identified with the future of the 
firm; in private he is angry and works to realize repressed desires through 
insults against his higher-ups, through manic accumulation, through the 
spirituality and escapism of literary production [as Sartre notes, many 
nineteenth-century bureaucrats had the draft of a romantic novel hidden 
in a drawer for furtive, creative work late at night]). 

Against the seeming ideological purity of its opening, the ending of 
White Cargo reveals a disturbing of the film's explicit project, an undoing 
of any simple return to stasis. With Tondelayo killed off by Witzel, the 
film seems to return to a tranquility, a repetition of its unthreatened male 
world. But in a film so fascinated with a notion of contagion as a spread 
beyond controllable limits (as in the motif of dry rot, of Langford's illness, 
of the very spread of Tondelayo's name and reputation throughout the 
region), the return to the framing story signals not so much an escape 
from the violences of the framed story as it does a contagious infiltration 
of the framed into the framing. As Langford is carried out on his stretcher, 
his replacement arrives and acts in exactly the unbearable but predictable 
manner that Witzel hates. A dissolve back to the present reveals the Home 
Office official of 1942 to be that young recruit now grown older. "Did you 
finally become acclimatized?" his interlocutor, the new local representa
tive, asks, and the innocent question throws the old man into a fit of anger 
as the film ends. The ending, seemingly a throwaway gag, can suggest an 
instability in the film's representation of power: this power is a farcical 
one and a fragile one. The course of the film can then lead us to reflect 
back on the ostensible clarity of the opening and read even there an insta
bility of classic stases. If the credits show nature and culture, in retrospect 
this culture reveals itself to be an ironically nonhuman one: the tranquil 
absence of people in the credit images would then serve as a counterpoint 
and contrast to the scenes with people, scenes that show tranquility slip
ping away, giving in to doubt and danger. The film would only seem to be 
able to represent the power of power by hiding its agency; the absurd 
actions of men are an embarrassment in comparison with the surety of the 
credit images. Explicitly a mark of rationality and purpose, the Home 
Office official's arrival at the beginning of the film would then ironically 
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become a self-deconstruction - the principled struggle against anxiety 
being itself a sign of anxiety, the human subject's will-to-power over the 
Other finally revealing itself as nothing other than the Other's influence on 
the subject, the ultimate blurring of any simple notion of Us/Them, of 
culture as a fully constituted entity. 

I want to conclude by recounting a depressing and yet revealing anec
dote. 

A year before his death, Jean-Paul Sartre sponsored a colloquium on 
the possibilities for peace in the Middle East. As Simone de Beauvoir 
reports it (in her Ceremonie des adieux), the meeting was to be a proof of 
Sartre's essential faith in the power of words and in a dialectic governed in 
the last instance by the possibilities for a pure and unalienated transpar
ency: by bringing together Palestinians and Israelis, Sartre hoped, enough 
discussion would lead to a position of reciprocity and full transparency. 

But quickly, the event turned into a failure. As one of the participants, 
none other than Edward Said, recounts: "It was a somber afternoon. It 
was raining furiously and . . . Sartre seemed to understand no foreign 
language, neither German, nor English, and when people spoke in 
French, he was completely absent. The next day, we had a get-together in 
Michel Foucault's apartment: he agreed to let us use the space but he 
didn't want to be part of the discussions ... [F]inally, Sartre spoke. He 
made a speech that was only platitudes: ritual phrases without the 
slightest bit of emotion, giving us - Israelis as well as Palestinians - the 
very sad feeling that we had magically become subhuman. Later on, I 
approached him and got down on my knees to talk intimately with him. 
He once again reiterated his respect for Sadat, and that was it. The collo
quium is a very bad memory for me, a real disaster. And I believe that 
everyone felt the same way" (quoted in Cohen-Solal 1985, 650-651). 

Part of what seems simultaneously so revealing and depressing about 
the experience as de Beauvoir and Said tell it is the conception of the intel
lectual and of knowledge that seemed to underly the event. Here, Sartre 
seems to have dropped his own best insights (as in A Plea for Intellectuals) 
about the materiality and alterity of language in relation to its users and 
the implications this has for any intellectual's practice. Instead, Sartre opts 
for a virtually superhuman notion of the intellectual as someone who, 
with enough effort, can break through all the mediations of language to 

touch directly on a fully available and transparent truth. This notion then 
feeds into another: the belief that, as possessor of truth, the intellectual 
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can easily and directly, and more justifiably than anyone else, influence 
events in an immediate way - can turn thought, that is, into pure, unde
via ted praxis. 

No matter how inspiring the hope of such a language of pure reason is, 
I have tried to suggest in the previous pages some of the limitations of this 
approach in the interaction of culture with the Other, the interaction of 
culture with its own limits. Inspired by the decenterings that new critical 
thought in language and psychoanalysis have operated on the notion of 
language as pure expression of a pure thought, I believe that we can only 
understand the power of a culture if we understand the functions of lan
guage in that culture (for example, its specific use of a narrative ideology 
as in the American 1940S) and if we understand the functions of desire in 
that culture. 

Dana Polan is associate professor of film and English at the University of Pitts
burgh, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and author of Power and Paranoia: History, 
Narrative, and the American Cinema, 1940-1950 (Columbia University Press, 
1986). 
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The Portrayal of the Canadian 
Native in the American Cinema: 

Selected Cases 

JAMES M. SKINNER 

GENERATIONS of filmgoers have grown up familiar with the exploits, 
real or imagined, of Sitting Bull, Geronimo, Cochise, and their contempo
raries, whereas the Canadian native, be he Indian, Metis, or Inuit, has 
languished in obscurity.! Who, beyond the borders of Canada itself, 
knows the story of Almighty Voice or of Louis Riel? Even in documentary 
form, the figure of the Canadian native has received, at best, a cursory 
glance, an omission that only the government-financed National Film 
Board has made any serious effort to repair. Nevertheless, the screen 
record for the appearance of Canadian native peoples in Hollywood-made 
films is by no means blank. One calculation holds that between 1910 and 
1975 the American movie industry produced more than five hundred fea
ture-length works with these as their subject; and the image of Canada in 
the minds of most prospective visitors is largely gleaned from the motion 
picture.2 It is seen as a vast area of dense forests, lakes, and mountains, 
often snow-covered, and inhabited by Mounties, Indians, and the occa
sional half-breed. 

To attempt to span, adequately, the three-quarters of a century of film 
history on the image of the Canadian native in Hollywood films is a tall 
order; but certain trends and tendencies are evident as one's attention 
shifts from decade to decade. Of late, there has been an earnest effort to 
rehabilitate that portrait, as can be observed in works such as The White 
Dawn, The Canadians, and Never Cry Wolf. Similarly, if we return, 
chronologically, to the 1930S, we see the same racist attitude in, say, Sus
annah of the Mounties as there is in John Ford's treatment of the Apache 
in Stagecoach. Lest you have never had an occasion to see Susannah, let it 
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be explained that it concerns the efforts of a Blackfoot tribe to barbecue 
Randolph Scott at the stake, an enterprise that is thwarted by the oppor
tune appearance of little Shirley Temple. 

A constant thread is woven through the bulk of these pictures. The 
Canadian native is in no way different from his U.S. brethren. Although, 
in reality, he ranges farther, in geographical terms - literally from the 
Queen Charlotte Islands off the north Pacific coast to the edge of the 
Atlantic where it meets Labrador - he might as well be an inhabitant of 
Ford's dearly loved Mojave Desert. He dresses in what has aptly been 
called "Instant Indian Kit" of wig, war bonnet, buckskin, and moccasins. 
His predictably belligerent behavior is enacted before spectacular scenery 
that opts for towering mountains, thick forests, and parched deserts. Who 
would ever guess that the Canadian prairies (where the bulk of Indian 
tribes lived), which stretch for a thousand miles from the foothills of the 
Rockies to the Laurentian Shield, are flat, sparsely treed, and, at least in 
the nineteenth century, clothed in a carpet of long grass? 

For my purpose, I have selected three feature films - one each from the 
1920S, 1930S, and 1940S - that, I believe, best exemplify the kinds of 
approaches that have been taken by American filmmakers in their por
trayal of these ethnic groups. One of them, the 1936 version of Rose 
Marie, a Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer production, is probably the most famil
iar. The second, Cecil B. DeMille's Northwest Mounted Police, was made 
in 1940 and is still to be seen, on occasion, on early-afternoon or late-night 
television. The third, The Silent Enemy, is now a forgotten curio. Filmed 
in 1928-29, it was shelved by its distributor, Paramount, in 1932 and was 
rescued from literal disintegration of the silver nitrate negative by David 
Shephard of the American Film Institute in 1973. 

The 1920S were the heyday of the imaginative documentary when direc
tors such as Robert Flaherty, Ernest Shoed sack , and F. W. Murnau 
depicted a reality that was partially discovered and partially created. 
Their method was to select distant, exotic, or inaccessible locales popu
lated by archetypal inhabitants - Lapps, Inuit, or Samoans - and have 
these "quaint" natives perform everyday tasks and rituals. Not infre
quently, these were quite foreign to their experience. 3 The heroes and her
oines of these quasi documentaries were presented in such a way as to sus
tain the concept of the noble savage living a well-adjusted life in an 
environment uncontaminated by the evils of the present century.4 All too 
often the truth would have exposed the resulting portrait to be largely a 
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mixture of anthropological and literary wish fulfillment. However, the 
fascinating nature of the chosen locale, the simple, almost primeval drama 
enacted therein, and a hankering for times simpler and less frenetic than 
the Roaring Twenties secured a niche for these films in the history of pop
ular entertainment. 

The Silent Enemy was the work of the wealthy twenty-seven-year-old 
explorer and playboy, William Douglas Burden, who had accompanied 
his father on hunting trips to Canada in his boyhood. The director was 
H. P. Carver, a former manager of William Randolph Hearst's Cosmopol
itan Pictures Corporation. Supposedly based on the voluminous Jesuit 
Relations, a forty-nine-manuscript account of life among native peoples in 
central Canada in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the script 
instead hewed closely to preconceived ideas of how Hollywood expected 
the Ojibway of those regions to behave. Even in the casting of major roles, 
individuals were selected for their thespian talents and photogenic appeal 
rather than their correct tribal origin. Only two of the six principals were 
authentic. The heroine, Spotted Elk in the picture, was played by Molly 
Nelson, a Penobscot whom Burden had found dancing in a Manhattan 
night club. The part of Chetoga, the aging, dying chief, was given to 
Chauncey Yellow Robe, a nephew of Sitting Bull and himself a hereditary 
chief of the Sioux. But the most intriguing choice, by far, was that of the 
self-styled Chief Buffalo Child Long Lance for the role of Baluk, the hero. 
Although he claimed to be a full-blooded Cherokee, he was actually from 
Salem, North Carolina, where he had been born Sylvester Long to a 
Negro father and a mother who was part white and part Metis (Smith 
1976). As with that other Ojibway imposter, Grey Owl - the Englishman 
Archie Belaney, who had insinuated himself into the good graces of King 
George V - Long fooled people because he looked like a Hollywood 
Indian. As Pierre Berton (1975, 102-103) has said: 

For years nobody really looked at Indians in Canada, although there were 
plenty to look at. They looked at Indians in movies about Canada. And that 
was the secret of the . . . masquerade. 

As the semidocumentary it claimed to be, The Silent Enemy is neither 
more nor less fanciful than others of its time and genre. The title refers to 
famine, an ever-present danger in a land where the climate is harsh and 
where human existence depended on a plentiful supply of game. As long 
as the script adheres to the depiction of daily life, it has the smack of 



lI8 JAMES M. SKINNER 

authenticity. As narrative, however, it owes far too much to the fertile but 
historically limited imagination of the typical Hollywood scenarist with 
preconceived ideas of how "savages" behave. Essentially, the plot hinges 
on a conflict between Baluk, the chief apparent, and Dagwan, a surly, 
shifty-eyed shaman who is Baluk's rival for the affections of the pretty but 
helpless Neewa. With hunger threatening after six years of plenty, an 
argument ensues between the two men as to whether wild game will be 
found by trekking north or south. In a tense scene that, according to Ojib
way ritual, would never occur, the old and ailing chief, Chetoga, and a 
majority of tribal elders reject the medicine man's advice and side with 
Baluk. The band moves north to the barrens. No animals are to be found. 
Baluk, in dire extremity, prepares to sacrifice himself on a funeral pyre in 
order to appease the Great Spirit by a process of self-immolation that 
would be apposite in a Hindu epic with suttee as its theme but that is 
totally out of context here. As the flames leap higher and higher, a tearful 
Neewa looks on, contemplating a wretched married life with the villain
ous Dagwan, who smiles with barely concealed satisfaction at the immi
nent death of his rival and the prospect of a comely bride to share his bed. 
Suddenly, and with all the drama of the Seventh Cavalry's arrival in the 
last reel to aid the wagon train, caribou appear by the hundred. Baluk, 
none the worse for his ordeal, leaps down from the fiery bed to organize a 
mass slaughter that will save his people. Lad and lass are reunited while 
the dismayed Dagwan, in what is another scriptwriter's conceit, is 
banished to the wilderness without weapons or hope, to become a victim 
of the silent enemy. 

Filming was completed in the late winter and early spring of I929. An 
eighty-minute feature emerged from the cutting of more than a hundred 
thousand feet of celluloid. Critical response in the United States was 
almost unanimously favorable. Reflecting a general ignorance of native 
custom and anthropological veracity, Robert Sherwood put it high on the 
list of the cinema's noble achievements and compared it in quality with 
Nanook of the North and Grass. 5 The New York Evening Post (May 20, 
I930) editorialized that it was "a picture so beautiful and so dramatic as to 

make a permanent contribution to the mysterious lure of the North Amer
ican continent?' Unfortunately, for all the praise heaped on The Silent 
Enemy, it was destined to remain only a succes d'estime. By the time it 
appeared, in I930, the moviegoing public was avid for the "talkies;' and 
pictures without dialogue or stars were increasingly viewed as anachro-
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nisms. By the end of that year, it had disappeared from cinemas and was 
to be consigned to Paramount's vaults, where it would gather dust for the 
next four decades (Skinner I979). Time took its toll of the nitrate-base 
print with picture deterioration evident in certain portions. Its rediscovery 
and resuscitation have been timely acts of rescue. 

One can only be grateful to Shephard and his team of restorers that a 
motion picture as pictorially striking as The Silent Enemy has been saved, 
even if its value derives as much from artifice as from historical interest. 
For all the melodrama, there is a fascination with daily ritual that does 
much to redeem the penny-dreadful nature of the narrative; and, for all of 
its drawbacks, it does succeed in conceptualizing a prewhite, northern 
utopia. If the world of Dagwan, Neewa, Baluk, and Chetoga remains par
tially false, Burden believed in its essential truth and was faithful to it. 
Such fidelity was rare in the commercial cinema of the time. 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer's I936 version of Rose Marie, the second of 
three screen adaptations of the Rudolf Friml musical, provided every non
Canadian with the definitive portrait of the Mountie. The Royal Cana
dian Mounted Police is Canada's federal law enforcement agency, fulfill
ing a number of functions that have little connection with life in the wilds. 
It supplies the equivalent of the state trooper for the ten provinces and is 
the nation's FBI and CIA combined with responsibilities for counterespio
nage and undercover surveillance. Mounties long since discarded their 
scarlet tunics and steeds for blue uniforms and highway patrol cars. The 
uniform and horse are only seen during ceremonial occasions. Still, and 
thanks mostly to Nelson Eddy as the handsome Sergeant Bruce, the image 
dies hard. 

Rose Marie presents both Indians and Metis in an unflattering light. 
Marie de Fleur, played by Eddy's constant screen companion, Jeanette 
MacDonald, has no sooner quit her operatic career in New York and 
come to an outpost in Quebec than she is robbed of her purse. The culprit 
is a half-breed who has brought her there to find and comfort her brother. 
A sympathetic but worldly-wise storekeeper shakes his head as he com
miserates with her on her misfortune. "That's the trouble with these half
breeds, you can't trust 'em!" Although the plot concerns itself largely with 
a relationship between Marie, the sergeant, and her criminally inclined 
brother, played by James Stewart, Indians and the single Metis hover on 
the periphery. The shadow of the Mountie hangs heavily over both. Eddy 
encounters a half-breed who has added alcoholism to his original sin of 
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being born. He is admonished against trying to bring liquor into the reser
vation; otherwise he will "go to prison for a very long time" - a warning 
he heeds with surly acquiescence. The Indians appear in two musical num
bers at a festival, which Eddy is required to police lest, as he explains, the 
braves get out of hand. They come from far and near. This phenomenon 
he explains to Marie with unconscious irony since the ceremony that fol
lows incorporates little that is indigenous to any authentic Quebec group. 
Berton (1975, 102) aptly describes the sequence as "an aboriginal mulligan 
stew that makes a joke of Canadian culture;' Mexican headdresses vie 
with Inca breech clouts while medicine men in west coast garb sport enor
mous wooden beaks, all calculated to catch the eye and confound the pur
ist. These events are played out against towering, snow-capped peaks 
despite the fact that it is midsummer and that the highest mountain in the 
entire province is just over four thousand feet. The vegetation is similarly 
false. Giant Ponderosa and sugar pine predominate even though these are 
found in Canada only in the interior of British Columbia and on Van
couver Island. 

Whatever inaccuracies and anachronisms occur in Rose Marie pale 
in comparison to the monstrous fabrications of DeMille's Northwest 
Mounted Police. The theme of this picture is the North West Rebellion of 
1885, the most dramatic event in the history of the Canadian west and still, 
in terms of historical interpretation, a contentious issue akin to Little Big 
Horn and Wounded Knee. 

The Metis who had settled in what are now the provinces of Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, and Alberta viewed the steady incursions of white settlers 
with concern. The Indian tribes were equally restless as they remained 
powerless to prevent the systematic extermination of buffalo herds on 
which they depended for food, clothing, and shelter. What the nomadic 
and seminomadic peoples of Saskatchewan and Alberta wanted was a 
land guarantee on terms similar to those offered their counterparts in 
Manitoba in the 1870S. In a wilderness of millions of acres, the totality of 
their claims would have been about fifty thousand acres. The government 
in Ottawa ignored these requests. Land was divided American-style by 
surveyors and sold to speculators and immigrants from the east. Petitions 
by Metis demanding relief were shelved in the capital by civil servants. It 
took only a series of crop failures in the early 1880s to create conditions 
ripe for insurrection. 

In 1884, a delegation, led by Gabriel Dumont, himself a Metis victim of 
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government indifference, met Louis Riel in Montana. Riel had led success
ful agitation in Manitoba for Metis rights in I869 before quitting the legis
lature and settling down to life as a rural schoolteacher.6 He returned to 
Saskatchewan with Dumont to establish a provincial government at 
Batoche. Nearby, at Duck Lake, a skirmish between some Mounted Police 
and whites, on the one hand, and Riel's followers over supplies triggered a 
rebellion. Fearing a general native insurrection, the federal government 
dispatched around seven thousand troops with cannons, rifles, and three 
Gatling guns to Batoche. By this time, two Indian chiefs, Big Bear and 
Poundmaker, had joined the rebels. Though the outcome was never in 
doubt, the natives fought bravely and skillfully. Some two hundred were 
killed. Dumont fled to the United States, but Riel was captured, tried on 
charges of fomenting the rising, and executed in Regina in I885 - an 
action that caused a vast outpouring of bitterness in certain parts of Can
ada.? 

DeMille's version of these events is more than an alteration of fact; it is 
a masterpiece of misinformation. Riel is reduced to the subsidiary role of a 
weak, indecisive figure, totally dominated by Dumont (whose name, for 
some reason, has been changed to Jacques Corbeau). Corbeau is the stock 
movie half-breed villain. The motive for the rebellion could scarcely be 
more base - selling "firewater" to the Indians. "I let you lead my people;' 
he tells Riel, "all I want is the whisky business:' Corbeau and his "breeds;' 
not the army, possess the Gatling gun. His lieutenant, played by Akim 
Tamiroff, and called Duroc in the film, provides a hint of things to come 
(quoted in Medved I978 , I67): 

DUROC: We don't fail! Corbeau's got somezin' you never see no gun lakh 
that ... lakh ze hurricane! 

RIEL: Blood will run like water. 

CORBEAU: Blood, you won't notice it much. The Mounted Police wear red 
coats. 

DeMille's own voice-over commentary further distorts the record. "In 
I885, resentful and confused, the half-breeds, under the leadership of 
Louis Riel, revolted against the advance of unwelcome law:' On the con
trary. Both Metis and Indians objected to a vacillating federal policy 
which seemed to offer no solution to land speculation and slaughter of the 
buffalo. There is a general denigration of the natives' motives throughout 
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the film. Individuals are characterized as ruthless killers or half-wits. Typ
ical is a minor character, Shorty, played by Lon Chaney, whose delight at 
the news of the birth of his son is followed by consternation when he sees 
the baby. "She not very beeg. How you make sure she is a boy?" The Cree, 
in particular, are gullible and easily swayed. Having demonstrated the 
awesome power of the gun, Corbeau is pleased to hear Big Bear growl: 
"Redcoats no longer our friends. This is our friend who fights with a thou
sand teeth of fire;' The obligatory half-breed female, played by Paulette 
Goddard, all lust and temper, is shown to be the deus ex machina of the 
Duck Lake massacre since it is her seduction of a Mountie that causes his 
colleagues to fall into a trap. The actual Mounted Police report of the 
event stated that Inspector Crozier left the field with three of his men 
dead; but on the screen the Redcoats perish by the dozen. Then, in a 
supreme conceit, DeMille has a mythical character, Dusty Reeves (Gary 
Cooper), appear from nowhere to save the day. Reeves has come to Can
ada looking for Corbeau on charges of murder and whisky-running in 
Texas. Reeves is a Texas Ranger who is also determined to get his man. He 
changes the course of western Canadian history by capturing the all
important Gatling gun and throwing it into the South Saskatchewan 
River. Big Bear is then persuaded not to join Riel (another falsehood), and 
the Metis despondently return to their shacks as the rebellion collapses 
and the whites triumph. The farcical tone persists to the end as one native 
harridan warns her husband: "You come home and I'll give you all the 
fight you want!" 

One could excuse the dead hand of Hollywood formula that had 
strangled yet another accepted interpretation of an actual event were it not 
for its acceptance as a teaching tool in grade school. Photoplay Studies, a 
New York publication that devoted itself to the pedagogic value of 
selected commercial motion pictures, recommended its use for elementary 
and high school classes with the endorsement of the Motion Picture Com
mittee of the Department of Secondary Teachers of the National Educa
tion Association. An entire issue was given over to the film with plot syn
opsis, reproduction of publicity stills, and a class quiz on the "facts" as 
they had been presented on the screen (Berton 1975, 166). Press reception 
was equally positive. The Motion Picture Herald (October 26, 1940) 
called it "a dramatization of the Riel Rebellion of 1885 which threatened to 
destroy Canada and was put down by fifty North West Mounted Police in 
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a manner celebrated by Canadians in song and story?' The Hollywood 
Reporter viewed it as: 

a true saga . . . of Canada's amazing organization when there were a scant 
500 of the Mounted all told and barely more than a handful of these, by 
sheer intelligent bravery, crushed the uprising of thousands of Indians and 
half-breeds under white leadership which threatened to slice in half the 
Dominion from the British Empire. 8 

Only in a few learned journals was there deprecation of what DeMille 
had wrought in the name of entertainment. Writing in the Canadian His
torical Review, Charles Jeffreys (1941, 364-365) offered this thought: 

It [the film] is all very ridiculous; but it is also very deplorable. Historical 
truth has difficulty enough in penetrating the popular mind, without the 
additional confusion produced by such distortions so attractively and so 
vividly presented. Apparently, if the story deals with past events, the pro
ducer thinks that it does not matter how it is treated and that it has no bear
ing on the life of today. He believes in letting the dead past bury its dead, so 
long as he can provide plenty of corpses. But things of this kind are a serious 
menace to the public welfare, a kind of treason, in these days when democ
racy needs above all things to be well informed. 

These words were published in the same month that Pearl Harbor was 
bombed and shortly before the process of Japanese relocation commenced 
on the mainland. 

In both Rose Marie and Northwest Mounted Police, the arch-villain is 
the half-breed, and his villainy seems to spring from an unmotivated 
desire to be evil. This is in contradistinction to the Red Indian, who has 
some justification for his behavior. If he attacks wagon trains or torches 
homesteads or tortures his foe at the stake, it is because he has been 
dispossessed or because his hunting grounds have been invaded and de
spoiled by the inexorable march of the frontier westward. Not infre
quently, the half-breed is culpable, having plied the Indian with "fire
water" in order to turn him into a howling savage. From the early days of 
the cinema, when D. W. Griffith made Silas Lynch one of the most despi
cable characters in Birth of a Nation, the "breed" has seldom been pre
sented on the screen in any but an unfavorable light. Both Berton and the 
Friars theorize that this portrayal sustains the view of most North Ameri-
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can moviegoers that miscegenation was a sin and that the half-breed was 
living proof of how humanity degenerated when there was offspring from 
the union of two distinct races. Griffith's obsession with this theme was 
inherited by generations of writers, producers, and directors, many of 
whom were Jewish and laid great store on marrying within one's own race 
(Berton 1975, I03ff.). 

Peculiar to films about Canada in this regard is the exclusively French 
blood that seems to course through the veins of these screen characters. 
The names Pierre, Jacques, Jules, and Jean predominate, and the Anglo
Saxon interloper is a rarity. Female "breeds" have the same ethnic origin 
and an equally negative image. They are unduly aggressive, possessing 
sharp tempers that make them foreign to womanly airs and graces. They 
are sexually attracted to white males and use their animal cunning to try 
to seduce them. No good ever comes of these relationships; and often they 
lead to the death of one or both partners. In DeMille's film, Sergeant Bret 
warns an underling to beware of Louvette. "She's poison. Never trust a 
blue-eyed squaw!" Earlier, she has been revealed as a thief for trying to sell 
some furs to a trader. When accused of having stolen them, she brandishes 
a knife, her constant companion. Her behavior is in sharp contrast to that 
of the Waspish nurse from Nova Scotia, the fair-skinned, prim, and 
devoted Madeleine Carroll, who surely voices the thoughts of contempo
rary audiences when she calls Louvette "a vicious, cruel savage:' 

Every conceivable standard of acceptable behavior is violated by these 
screen creations. In the Second World War adventure, Northern Pursuit 
(1943), Monte Blue is used as a guide by a group of Nazi spies whose aim 
is to use an airplane hidden in Manitoba to bomb the St. Lawrence River. 
He never considers his activities treasonous but agrees that the Red man 
will triumph only when the Nazis have conquered Canada. In Renfrew of 
the Royal Mounted (1937), Pierre lures the heroine into a whirlpool from 
which she is saved by a white Mountie. Neenah, the "breed vixen" of Cal
gary Stampede (1925), tries to save her lover from the gallows by framing a 
cowboy for the act of murder. When she finds that he is safe and has fallen 
for a demure Indian maiden, she betrays him to the police before dying a 
violent death. 

There is little to substantiate this vilification of the Metis on the screen 
if one studies the historical record. On the prairies of western Canada, 
they preceded the white man as trappers and fur traders. In Saskatchewan 
they were attempting to change from a hunting to a farming existence 
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because of the dwindling number of game. Far from dreading the arrival 
of the North West Mounted Police, they welcomed them as a body that 
would properly supervise law enforcement. They hoped that the men in 
scarlet would relieve them of the chore of having to deal with the real vil
lains of the west - the white trappers who shot animals indiscriminately 
and the whisky traders who sold rot-gut alcohol and fought among them
selves for the market and the profit. It would be no exaggeration to say 
that it was the non-Metis, the heroes of the Hollywood films, who caused 
the majority of the problems in that part of the Dominion. 

Similarly, the Indians were, with a few minor exceptions, law-abiding 
and cooperative with the authorities. They accepted with resignation, it is 
true, the coming of settlers from the east and, in the I88os, the transconti
nental Canadian Pacific Railway. But they made no attempt to harass its 
builders, as Susannah of the Mounties would have us believe. Yet, the 
myth was sustained in films such as Canadian Pacific (I949), where Ran
dolph Scott battles the Redskins who are trying to keep the CPR from 
being extended through the Rocky Mountains. With war cries and toma
hawks, the Blackfoot vainly stand in the way of progress. Fortunately, 
their bloodthirstiness is matched only by their stupidity, as in the scene 
where they accept lighted sticks of dynamite from J. Carrol Naish under 
the impression they are cigars. 

It may be said, by way of rebuttal to all that has been written, that no 
great crime has been committed by Hollywood scriptwriters in blackening 
reputations and trivializing events. After all, so the argument goes, on film 
the American black was long a shuffling, servile Sambo while and the 
South Seas islander and, more recently, the Arab have also suffered from 
the perpetuation of false images. No one takes the average entertainment 
movie seriously. 

To attempt to frame a convincing response to this line of reasoning, one 
must necessarily ask the non-Canadian to try to appreciate the sense of 
cultural inferiority and cultural deprivation that has been endemic from 
the outset. Bluntly put, Canadians have struggled since Confederation, lit
tle more than a century away, with the problem of identity. Dominated 
since the British conquest of I763 by a colonial administration, and then 
settled mostly by people of British and Irish origin until well into the nine
teenth century, Canada has painfully achieved a national consciousness. 
Culturally, traffic has flowed one way, from the United States and Great 
Britain. Indigenous art has consistently been regarded as second-rate. As 
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Martin Knelman (1977, 5) reminisces in his personal history of the Cana
dian cinema: 

The otherness of culture was something taken for granted by anyone who 
had grown up in Canada. In school we memorized poems about the English 
countryside and read plays about faraway kings: on Friday nights or Satur
day afternoons we absorbed our ideals of middle-class family life from 
watching Spencer Tracy give away Elizabeth Taylor in Father of the Bride, 
and got our notions about nice girls from watching Judy Garland ... One 
subliminal message was consistent in these experiences. Culture wasn't 
something that came out of life around you, it was something that helped 
you escape from it. The movies were a compensation for living in a backwa
ter; they put us in touch with another world. 

The image of the Canadian native on the screen as a distinct national 
entity does not exist. There is no separation of him from his counterpart 
to the south. If he is a Redskin, he is an American brave transplanted sev
eral hundred miles north, over the forty-ninth parallel. If he is Metis, he is 
close kin to the Mexican half-breed. People, clothing, scenery, modes of 
living, all are mirror images of what exists in the United States. The Hol
lywood image has been etched in the minds of the public on both sides of 
the border since the invention of the cinema. It has not been a deliberate 
plot on Hollywood's part to brainwash audiences or deny the Canadian 
people a part of their heritage. It has happened by default because there 
has been no truly independent film industry in Canada to compete with 
outside interests and so develop discriminatory aesthetics, except for the 
National Film Board and, later, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
for television. To be sure, the results of this flawed image have their amus
ing aspects. Some visitors arrive in midsummer swathed in fur and boots 
because they imagine the land to be either in the grip of winter or in what 
passes for late fall or early spring south of the forty-ninth parallel. They 
gawk with amazement at the dimensions of Toronto and Montreal air
ports, so different from the crude gravel strips of the screen. They are 
astounded by the skyscrapers and multilane freeways where cottages, log 
cabins, and rough tracks ought to exist. Nor are those rascally Indians 
and Metis really visible. Like their American equivalents, they are among 
the poorest groups in the community and do not frequent holiday resorts. 

In the past decade, the western has fallen out of favor with the 
theatergoing public and is seldom seen nowadays. Just before that 
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occurred, efforts were made to redress the balance with revisionist works 
such as Soldier Blue and Little Big Man. No act of revision was achieved 
as far as the Canadian native was concerned. He simply vanished from the 
screen, leaving memories that are half a century old, and more. If the 
"horse opera" ever regains its popularity, is it too much to hope that jus
tice will be done to Riel, Dumont, Big Bear, and their contemporaries? 

James M. Skinner is professor of history at Brandon University, Brandon, Mani
toba, Canada. 
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The Debut of a Film Director: 
Nakajima Takehiro 

LINDA c. EHRLICH 

THERE ARE FILMS that capture a world that lives on only in memory. 
Such a film is award-winning screenwriter Nakajima Takehiro's Remem
brance (Kyosha, 1987), based on his recollections of a childhood in the 
countryside of Kochi prefecture in Shikoku, one of Japan's southernmost 
islands. With an eye for what is both awkward and irredeemable in the 
process of growing up, Nakajima has touched a resonant chord in this 
film which marks his directorial debut. 

In a recent series of interviews in his spacious flat in the Musashi
Koganei suburb of Tokyo, Nakajima spoke of the challenges of becoming 
a director. 

NT In making Remembrance, I wanted to remind people of the vitality, 
the deeply human qualities (ningenrashisa) of life then [roughly the 1950S]. 
I wanted to show a young boy's life - the way he related to other kids, to 
his family - but not in a tragic way. Remembrance is a human kind of 
comedy. In my way of thinking, there are humorous as well as dark 
aspects to being human. 

LE What were some of the risks in making a film like Remembrance? 

NT Once I had decided to make the film and had assessed that the script 
was pretty good, I didn't worry so much about success or failure. Since it 
was my debut as a director, it was a kind of new adventure for me - so, of 
course, there was the risk of people taking particular notice of this work. 

The financial risk was quite a large one. During the road-show period, 
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the film appeared in only one theater per city. In Tokyo, it was the Art 
Theater Guild's (ATG) Chanter Cine 2. If a lot of people hadn't come to see 
it then, it would have been hard for us to make up our initial investment. 
Once the videos of the film appear sometime around next fall, more of the 
profits will be returned to the initial investors, but this all involves a long 
period of patience and waiting. A young Japanese director today needs at 
least fifty million yen to produce a commercially viable film - or probably 
twice that amount! 

I think it's really difficult for the new generation of Japanese film direc
tors who have to make their directorial debuts the more standard way -
by working for years as assistant directors. My directorial debut was dif
ferent. I've been working as a screen writer for around twenty-five years, 
starting with my work for the Nikkatsu company. Another exception to 
the general trend is Itami Juzo. He already had an established career as an 
actor before his directorial debut (with Osashiki [The Funeral]). 

I consider my debut a lucky event - the timing was right. There really 
aren't a lot of examples of Japanese scenario writers who have been able 
to become directors. 

LE What's more important to you as a director - the script, the filming, 
or the editing? 

NT The script. Well, I guess I would say that because I've been a screen
writer for years. Before I became a director, I often wondered why the 
director felt the need to change the lines I had written. Now I really feel 
more understanding for the difficulties a director has to face, although 
there are also times when, conversely, I might criticize some directors as 
not thorough enough - because of my new awareness. 

I can see more clearly now that filmmaking is a group artistic effort 
(saga geijutsu). When you actually start rehearsing and shooting scenes, a 
kind of energy is released which "reverberates" (hihikiau) and gathers 
momentum spontaneously. But the director also has to take care that the 
actors aren't falsely dazzled by all the excitement. 

The human drama of making films appeals to me. As I just stated, I'm 
also very conscious of the script, however, and I'm always checking in my 
mind to see if the actors are really expressing what's in the script. As a 
screen writer, I think I'm more conscious of this than many other direc-
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tors. Of course, there are also times when I make revisions in the script 
during the actual filming. 

LE What kind of directorial style do you use? 

NT I was an actor in high school, and there I learned that actors need 
clear instructions from the director. Sometimes I even act out part of the 
scene for an actor! I think I'm kind of a stubborn director, but not a strict 
one. My style is to wait until the actor can handle the scene. I feel that if 
the actor understands the director's basic nature, he or she can compre
hend rather quickly what the director wants. 

I really enjoy working with new actors - they're like a white page. 
More experienced actors tend to have an already established form to their 
acting. I don't yell at new actors because it might make them lose their 
nerve. Of course, I realize that an inexperienced actor can only actualize 
about a third of my directions. 

None of the actors in Remembrance was from Shikoku, so they all had 
to learn the dialect and the mannerisms of that region. It was also a film 
debut for two of the actors - Nishikawa Hiroshi (Sumio) and Komaki 
Sairi (Yasuko). Nishikawa-kun is the son of a famous comedian (man
zaishi), Nishikawa Kiyoshi, who also serves in the Japanese parliament. 

One thing I'd like to work on in the future is developing my own cam
era style and a less orthodox editing style. I want to work on including a 
greater range in the tempo of my films, both in terms of the acting and the 
editing ... in other words, more variety in the flow of the film. This time 
I made a rough plan in consultation with my cameraman, but I tended to 
rely on him rather heavily. One thing I knew for certain was that I wanted 
the film to have a really vibrant, clear color. 

LE How autobiographical is Remembrance? 

NT Well, I was born in Kyoto and moved with my family, at the age of 
ten, to Kochi prefecture in Shikoku. This was during World War II. In that 
sense, the film is autobiographical. When I moved to Nakamura city with 
my family, I felt a kind of "culture shock" at first. I wanted to get close to 
the other kids in the village but - being basically an outsider - I wasn't 
really allowed into their group. War evacuees like my family tended to 
move back to the city after the war ended, but my family decided to 
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remain in the country. In Remembrance, the protagonist Sumio feels this 
kind of tension. A writer needs to develop a kind of "outsider's eye;' so I 
think that experience was really valuable for me. 

The painting that forms the background for the shot of the title was 
actually painted by my father - as were the screens used in the houses in 
the films. My father was a professional artist, of both traditional Japanese 
and more Western-style impressionistic paintings. Using my father's paint
ings in a film was one of my main motivations in deciding to direct. 

When I turned fifty-one, I felt that - if I was going to direct a film -
this would be the time. After turning fifty-five or sixty, I might not have 
the energy to begin such a big project! In Remembrance, I wanted to show 
my love for a youth that has passed. I tried to use the character Sumio's 
feelings as a mirror for the insecurities and sensuality of growing up. 

Of course, a lot that appears in Remembrance is fictionalized. That 
helped me get over a certain feeling of embarrassment about focusing on 
basically autobiographical material. My mother was rather upset by the 
portrayal of the mother in the film. When she visited the filming site, the 
actress (Yoshiyuki Kazuko) who plays the mother in the film apologized to 
my real mother: "I wanted to make her a more sympathetic character, but 
the director kept pushing me to make her more hateful!" 

LE How did your mother reply? 

NT Oh, she said, "Ever since he was little, he has liked to stretch the 
truth a bit!" 

LE I was surprised by the intensity of the emotions expressed by the fam
ily in the film. 

NT That's the way life was in a small village in those days. There were 
no secrets, not even in the "privacy" of one's own home. In the film, 
there's a scene of a large group of villagers peering over the fence at a wed
ding taking place inside. They're kind of "uninvited guests" and no one 
would get angry as long as they didn't try to enter inside. In fact, some of 
the wedding gifts would be displayed in the front entranceway for them 
to see! 
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LE Do you really recall the rural movie theater, as you showed it in the 
film? 

NT Yes, in those days going to see a movie was an event. The audience -
fishermen, farmers, housewives, old people, children - would wait in the 

hall while the print of the film was rushed from one village movie theater 
to another. The movie that appears in Remembrance is the Marcel Camel 
George Simone film La Marie du Port. In those days, any movie would 
do. The movie theaters were also used as halls for travelling theatrical 
troupes of jidai-geki (basically historical, sword-and-dagger type plays). 
The old people might have enjoyed these plays more than the films! 

LE Remembrance was shot entirely on location. What were some of the 
difficulties involved? 

NT Mainly that the world of the year Showa 28 [I953] no longer exists. 
One reason I chose Shimoda city as the location - beside the fact that I 
grew up near there - was that it's one of the few places in Japan today 
where a lot of the leisurely life of earlier days still exists. Also, the Shi
manto River is said to be the most beautiful clear-flowing stream in con
temporary Japan. 

Then again, the streets in Shimoda city are now paved; storefronts are 
now made out of modern materials. There was so much to do to make the 
site more historically accurate to the period of the film that, halfway 
through the shooting, I had to add an extra member to the artistic staff. 
We spread about fifty tons of gravel (all donated) on the roads and covered 
the new buildings with old boards (with false windows). We even covered 
concrete walls in front of buildings with moss, to try to make them look 
older. Some props - like the old school bus - we thought we'd have to 
build from scratch, but someone found an old mobile x-ray unit we could 
repaint. 

We got a lot of cooperation from the villagers in terms of free labor, the 
use of cars, donations of dining and dressing areas for the cast and staff. 
Even with all of the help, I think I only slept two or three hours per night 
during the entire filming period! 

LE Did some of the villagers appear as extras? 



134 LINDA C. EHRLICH 

NT Yes, there were about one thousand extras - all volunteers. Their 
only pay was free lunches! Without extras, the film would have cost twice 
as much as it did. I used extras in the bus scenes, the local movie theater 
scene, and the farming scene. For the funeral scene, I brought in an estab
lished group of chanters who go on pilgrimage to the numerous shrines in 
Shikoku. 

Some of the village women agreed at first to appear in the public bath 
scene, but then bowed out due to fear of what their family and friends 
would say! 

LE I also was first introduced to Japan through the beauties of Shikoku 
and the Inland Sea, so I was especially struck by the contrasts between the 
harsher aspects of the story and the idyllic natural scenes in the film. Were 
you trying to create this kind of contrast? 

NT I'm not afraid of having a lyrical, romantic quality in a movie, but it 
shouldn't stop there. Growing up in the countryside, we tended to expect 
danger from floods and storms. Remembrance shows Nature's beauty as 
well as her cruelty. 

LE Will there be a sequel to Remembrance? 

NT The producers are encouraging me to make it into a trilogy, along 
with my earlier scenario Matsuri no junbi (Preparation for the Festival), 
directed by Kuroki Kazuo. I'd like to use Nishikawa-kun in another film. 
I'm thinking of keeping the basic sekai (world of events and characters) 
but with the boy as a high school student. Of course, a lot of the details 
will be different. I'd like to shoot the interior scenes on a set to allow more 
freedom for the camera. 

I'm quite enthralled now with the process of directing. On the one 
hand, a director can become a kind of "Almighty" - but the responsibili
ties are terrible! 
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