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Editor's Note 

T HE CELEBRATED dramatist Eugene O'Neill once said that all drama 
takes place within the family. This is absolutely right; we can even expand 
this claim to include all forms of narrative. Fairy tales, ballads, the Bible, 
epics, the works of Sophocles and Shakespeare, soap operas, and the nov
els of Tolstoy and Dickens in one way or another deal with the problems, 
tensions, and privations associated with the family. Film is no exception. 
The family presents us with a microcosm of the joys and sorrows, hopes 
and anxieties, triumphs and defeats typical of the world at large. This 
makes it a convenient domain for focused scholarly and artistic explora
tion. 

The family is one of the oldest of human institutions; it is also consid
ered to be the smallest unit of men and women that has a palpable impact 
on society and state. Religionists see it as representing the will of God; 
economists study it as an economic unit; anthropologists investigate it as a 
human institution vitally connected with issues ranging from kinship to 
land tenure; psychologists examine the interpersonal conflicts generated 
by the dynamics of family members as well as the positive environment it 
can provide. Diverse scholars studying family are apt to emphasize differ
ent aspects and foci depending on their theoretical predilections and aca
demic vantage points. The general point, however, is that the family fur
nishes us with a wonderful institution through which to study man and 
society by examining the various contradictory forces to which it is sub
jected. 

The family is seen as a haven from the cruelties of the outer world, a 
place of education and socialization, inculcation of norms and values, 
love and harmony, security, and a place where basic interpersonal requi-
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2 EDITOR'S NOTE 

sites are met. On the other hand, the family is also seen as a highly 
charged emotional milieu in which latent brutalities and cruelties come 
into play, a place where human freedom and spontaneity are curbed and 
human personality is warped. Edmund Leach, in his controversial Reith 
Lectures of I967, maintained that far from being the basis of the good 
society, the family, with its narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the 
source of all our discontents. These contradictory perceptions and their 
consequences naturally hold a great fascination for scholars as well as 
novelists, dramatists, and filmmakers. As Anthony Giddens says, the 
study of the family used to seem one of the dullest endeavors. Now it 
appears as one of the most provocative and interesting. 

Family is also important in understanding a culture because it is vitally 
connected with history and tradition. The concept of the family opens a 
wonderful window onto our understanding of Confucianism, for exam
ple. In the eyes of the Confucians, with their overriding emphasis on fam
ily solidarity, the family provides a person with the most productive atmo
sphere in which growth can take place. The father-son relationship is 
perceived to be a defining feature of the human society. The idea of self
cultivation, which is central to Confucian thought, can best be realized 
within the context of the family, and the family is vitally connected to the 
state. The emperor is the father of the people. This applies to many other 
cultures as well. 

As a consequence of the forces of modernization, the family as an insti
tution is undergoing a rapid transformation in most parts of the world. 
There are those who would argue, armed with aggregate social data of 
various kinds, that the family as an institution is in a state of crisis. High 
divorce rates, married women entering the labor market in ever-growing 
numbers, low birth rates and the decline of family size, generational con
flicts, and more children living with single parents all point to the magni
tude of this crisis. 

Christopher Lasch, the well-known historian, has expressed the view 
that while the family once provided a haven of love and decency in a 
heartless world, it does not do so any more. External forces such as adver
tising, the media, and family professionals have invaded the family and 
robbed it of its function and authority. As he goes on to point out, corpo
rate capitalism, with its emphasis on insatiable consumption, has contrib
uted to the creation of a "culture of narcissism" where caring for others 
has all but ceased to be an informing social value. 
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The rise of modern feminism has dramatically challenged the presuppo
sitions of the family. Feminists have contended that women were confined 
to a shadowy existence, their identity denied, their existence marginal
ized. Attacking the self-abnegating wife and mother, women were encour
aged to redefine their existence in accordance with their own aspirations, 
to go out of the household to the world of work, which has remained 
largely the preserve of the male. The feminist movement, which is by no 
means monolithic, ushered in a new consciousness and gave greater voice 
to women, thereby urging a reevaluation of the concept of the family. 

Against this background we need to examine the complex relationship 
between family and cinema, paying particular attention to the cinematic 
representation of family. Filmmakers, in both the East and West, have 
found the institution of the family to be an excellent subject for cinematic 
exploration. Of them, Yasujiro Ozu perhaps deserves most attention. Ozu 
was preoccupied by one theme - the family and its decline. In his more 
than fifty films, Ozu explored through a limited number of characters in a 
limited number of situations the emotional attachments, mutual depen
dencies, selfhood, and freedoms associated with family life. In his early 
films, Yasujiro Ozu was primarily interested in portraying the social forces 
that influence family life and the ensuing derelictions and anxieties. In his 
later films, he expended his creative energies in seeking to uncover the 
inner dynamics that govern interactions within the crucible of the family. 
A dimension of family life that stirred his deepest imagination is the con
flict between generations, as is evidenced by films like Tokyo Story and 
The Only Son. 

During the last two decades or so film theory and cultural studies have 
made rapid strides, with feminist theory making a distinctive contribu
tion. The net result of this has been a fundamental rethinking of the repre
sentation of the family in cinema. Feminist scholars have pointed out how 
stereotypical images of women have denied them their identity, how femi
ninity is constructed in films, how patriarchal social relations tend to 
marginalize women, how male hegemony needs to be counteracted by 
feminist interventions. As much of the representation of women takes 
place within the context of the family, the implications of this mode of 
thinking for the cinematic representation of the family are enormous. 
Using the notion of gender as sexual difference, feminist theorists have 
criticized the existing notions of representation, urged the rereading of 
cultural images and narratives, and challenged entrenched conceptualiza-
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tions of textuality, subjectivity, spectatorship. All these aspects are vitally 
concerned with the representation of the family in films. 

Family continues to be one of the most important subjects for filmic 
representation in both the East and the West. With the increasing focus on 
questions of textuality, negotiating of meaning, construction of subjectiv
ity, difference of spectatorship, and deconstructive readings, the filmic 
representation of family has become all the more significant. 

Hence, our decision to devote a special issue to this topic is only natu
ral. The opening essay by Andrew Ross, "Families, Film Genres, and 
Technological Environments," looks at the decline of the family in the 
United States and standardized depictions of the nuclear family model as 
served up by the media. It is a perceptive exploration into the ideology of 
families in the United States. 

In the second essay, Bill Nichols discusses utopian moments in male 
subjectivity. His essay acquires a deeper meaning when considered in the 
light of modern feminist theorizations of cinema. Nichols invites us to 
ponder the question given the persuasive and inescapable presence of sex
ual difference: How can we best subvert the male and female subjectivity 
in cinema? 

In the third essay, Kathe Geist explores the role of marriage in Ozu's 
films. She shows how for Ozu marriage is "a station on the life cycle's 
journey" and how the institution of marriage contains a cosmic signifi
cance. 

The next essay is also concerned with Japanese cinema. Here Keiko I. 
McDonald analyzes Yoshimitsu Morita's The Family Game in relation to 
educational practices in modern society. She points out how the rich icons 
of modern Japanese society found in the film add up to a powerful critique 
of contemporary life in Japan. 

In Philippine cinema, as indeed in most other Asian cinemas, the family 
forms a very important subject for exploration. In his essay, Rob Silber
man discusses family life and the Philippine cinema with special reference 
to the non-mainstream filmmaker Kidlat Tahimik. He shows how in 
Tahimik's films the state of the family becomes "a sensitive indicator" of 
the difficulties faced by individuals as well as society. 

In the next essay, the Chinese film scholar Ma Ning deals with Chinese 
family melodramas in the 1980s. His primary focus is on the complex 
interplay between family drama as a distinct mode of cultural experience 
and the social matrix out of which it emerges; questions of subjectiviza-
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tion that are vital to social production are here examined in relation to the 
structure of the family. 

From China we move on to Australia. Meaghan Morris discusses, in 
her characteristically perspicacious manner, the historically dominant 
modes of representing the family as a problem issue in Australian cinema 
within the context of the automobile as an agent of action. She brings out 
graphically the conflict between "society" and "environment." 

The final article is by Patricia Mellencamp and is titled, "Domestic 
Scenes." It discusses the implications of the historical transformation of 
the family from a providing into a consuming unit and how, in the 1980s, 
the ideology of familialism is being marketed not through desire but 
through anxiety, with all the Freudian conceptual baggage this carries 
with it. Mellencamp's essay is an attempt to clear a theoretical space 
where the changes in the modern family can be usefully discussed in rela
tion to diverse modern cultural discourses. 

The articles gathered together in this issue, in their diverse ways, we 
believe, call attention to some significant themes and motifs related to the 
family that have engaged the interest of filmmakers and film audiences in 
the East and the West. 



Families, Film Genres, and 
Technological Environments 

ANDREW Ross 

I feel just like a guy at the shopping center with 
the groceries waiting for his wife. 

PETE CONRAD, waiting to store equipment 
on the Apollo XII lunar module 

IN BARRY LEVINSON'S 1987 film, Tin Men, set in Baltimore in 1962, the 
lunchtime banter of four aluminum siding salesmen ("tin men") often 
revolves around the shared suspicion that" 'Bonanza' is not an accurate 
depiction of the West." One of the characters, who claims that, ordinarily, 
he isn't "too picky" about such details, says that he "is beginning to think 
that the show doesn't have too much realism." Why? Because it depicts "a 
fifty-year-old father with three forty-seven-year-old sons." A companion, 
who points out, with mock humility, that he is no "authority" on the TV 

show, casts further suspicion on the Ben Cartwright patriarch, who must, 
he says, possess "the kiss of death" to have had three children from "three 
different wives who all die at childbirth." In addition, they agree that the 
characters seldom show any interest in the topic of women. No one, not 
even Little Joe or Hoss, ever talks about getting horny or getting laid. 

In recent years, we have seen a rising tide of complaints about standard
ized media and advertising depictions of a nuclear family model that bear 
little resemblance to real, demographic families in the United States, 
where, it is pointed out, the nuclear family has long been in decline. While 
the ideology of familialism is everywhere, the families themselves are 
increasingly thin on the ground. The complaint of Levinson's Tin Men 
about the weird, one-parent family of "Bonanza" expresses some of this 
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current critical anxiety, but the comments of these characters are also set 
within a conventional filmic context that invokes a number of historical 
perspectives about the apparent incoherence of the nuclear family unit. 

Tin Men, as I will show later, bristles with references to the generic 
codes of the classic Western, especially those which demarcate the genre's 
obsession with masculinity and its technological extensions. But the film 
itself is also a 1980s nostalgia film depicting the innocent, prelapsarian 
conditions of 1962, which are nonetheless seen to contain the seeds of the 
oncoming decline of America's postwar social stability and economic 
prosperity. As in the classic Western, an ideal masculine way of life on the 
New Frontier is shown to be threatened with extinction. The film tries to 
establish the threat, objectively, in economic terms, but it is more fully 
displayed in a reconfiguration of courtship and marital relations which 
interrupts the utopian temporality of male camaraderie so shrewdly and 
passionately described in Tin Men and in Levinson's films generally. Con
sequently, the debate in the diner about "Bonanza" takes on a crucial sig
nificance, not only for the film's own play of narratives, but also for the 
historical time span - 1962 to 1987 - that the film mediates. 

The "Bonanza" family debate can then be seen in the context of the 
messages it bears about the structural conventions of the Western itself, 
straining, by now, under the historical burden of recalling the days of 
frontier settlement and the origin of American imperialist expansionism in 
the nineteenth century. In particular, this strain is increasingly manifest in 
the genre's difficulties in resolving the contradiction between, on the one 
hand, the opportunistic brand of male self-reliance that is often referred to 
as rugged individualism, and, on the other, the communal domesticity 
represented by the settlement family, each threatened in different ways by 
the arrival from the East of technological development and government 
regulation. As a cultural genre, the Western does not hold the copyright 
on telling this story, anymore than the Old West should always be read as 
a privileged site of the nation's foundational mythologies. If the Revolu
tionary War would seem a more likely candidate for mythologizing 
national identity, it is nonetheless clear that there are ideological risks 
involved in dwelling upon armed resistance to colonial vassalage. Better 
known to us, largely as a result of the cultural work done by the Western, 
are the advantages of focusing upon a period of territorial aggrandize
ment - the exploitation of land and labor through the codes of "lawless
ness," the rationalizing of genocide through the codes of "manifest des-
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tiny," and the legitimation of wild misogyny through the codes of maver
ick male autonomy. 

Weakened by genre burnout in print, on film, and now on TV, the West
ern, by the 1960s, was still a convenient vehicle for playing out the conflict 
between male restlessness and familial domesticity. With the Cartwrights' 
baronial settlement, the Ponderosa, playing a starring role, "Bonanza" 
had become the most successful of the TV "property Westerns" in which 
social and kinship affinities as governed solely by property relations had 
come to replace the codes of gunmanship as a determining structural fea
ture of the genre's preoccupation with possessive individualism. Since 
Hollywood had made its first horizontal penetration of the television 
industry in the mid-1950S with shows starring already established Western 
stars like Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, and William Boyd, the TV Western had 
encapsulated, in ten years, the whole history of the settlement of the West 
(Brauer and Brauer 1975), just as the dime novel from 1875 to 1895 and the 
Hollywood Western from 1937 to 1957 had each moved through a whole 
succession of historical inflections of the genre: from the genteel frontiers
man to the mercenary hired gun; from the bustling cattle boom of the 
1880s to the schlocky performance art of Buffalo Bill Cody's Wild West 
Shows; from the glorification of outlawed prole desperadoes like Billy the 
Kid and the James Gang to the fetishism of the rodeo dudes. 

In the space of that TV decade, then, the atomistic rituals of the roving 
cowboy, bound to early libertarian codes of social action, had been aug
mented by family, or spouse, substitutes in the form of celebrity horses 
like Trigger, Silver, and Champion, each famed for selfless loyalty and 
trust, and ethnic sidekicks like Tonto and Pancho, equally valued for their 
unquestioning obedience. Subsequently, the introduction of advanced gun 
technology and the heyday of the independent, maverick gunfighter in 
"Gunsmoke," "Wyatt Earp," "Colt 45" reinforced a typical male ambiva
lence about the values of domestic settlement even as the ratipnale for the 
gunfighter's presence was to secure moral and territorial space for the set
tlement of families. In turn, the advent of the drover team or herd West
erns, like "Rawhide" and "Wagon Train," celebrated the trail life of ideal 
male communities, paternalized by the wagon master, and serviced by a 
stereotypical cook whose sexually ambiguous associations are still perpe
tuated in ads like the recent homophobic Nut 'n Honey TV commercial. By 
the time of "Bonanza," and other property Westerns like "High Chaparral" 
and "The Virginian," the domestic cook is Chinese. 
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Other problematic features of the "settled" property genre are resolved 
in the dictates of the writer's guidelines for "Bonanza": 

We often have a surfeit of Indian stories. Forget, too, any stories concerning 
a "wife" showing up, or someone claiming to own the Ponderosa, or the 
young, misunderstood rebel who regenerates because of the Cartwrights' 
tolerance and example. (Parks 1982, 163) 

As is clear from these guidelines and others, the trajectory of the TV West
ern safely bypasses the history of genocide and appropriation of Indian 
land, just as it sweetens the history of the brutal carving-out and baronial 
colonization of cattle kingdoms at the expense of small homesteaders -
two histories that have been contested by Hollywood, in the case of geno
cide, in the so-called Cinema Rouge of the 1960s (A Man Called Horse, 
Soldier Blue, and Little Big Man) and, in the case of the cattlemen's associ
ations, in neopopulist films from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance to 
Heaven's Gate. With the cumulative popular appeal of the genre behind it, 
"Bonanza" might have soldiered on much longer without taking account 
of either of these histories. It was the structural absence of a Cartwright 
wife, however, that finally sealed the fate of the new "suburban" phase of 
this genre, just as this absence had underscored the show's continuity with 
the atomistic characterology of the early Western. Even if the thrice
widowed Ben's strict paternalism mellowed visibly over the years, the cri
sis of filiation under which the three absurdly infantilized sons labored 
was too much to bear for a consistently persuasive representation of this 
one-parent family for a modern TV audience. One son left, another died, 
and the series, increasingly confused about the nonmarital status of its 
characters, ended amid a controversy over the representation of the mur
der of Alice Cartwright, Little Joe's bride. 

On the other hand, the popularity of the show's non-nuclear family 
over the course of its thirteen-year run (1959-1973) might still attest to its 
success in somehow representing values that are invariably associated 
with the nuclear 1950S TV family as depicted in their suburban form by 
"Father Knows Best" and "Ozzie and Harriet," or in the regional homilies 
offered in the 1970S by "The Waltons": the close-knit, property-owning 
family as the privileged site of caring, stability, moral authority, and emo
tional security. The nuclear, two-parent family has no ultimate rights over 
such values, although the ideology of familialism is so closely identified 
with these values that any set of alternative living arrangements that 
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sought to claim them is still obliged to define itself as a "family," whether 
extended and thus tribal! communal, or else reduced to essential, dyadic 
bonding. The popularity of a show like "Bonanza" showed, perhaps, how 
pliant that ideology was, while the reinforced familialism of the I980s 
proves how efficiently it has absorbed and contained the powerful coun
tercultural challenge to traditional family structures in the late I960s and 
early I970s, which ran the gamut from decentered, tribal hippie communi
ties to the nomadic feudal patriarchalism of the thirty-five-member Man
son "family." 

The pioneer family was undoubtedly a favored populist model for the 
countercultural family bent on some degree of agrarian self-sufficiency. 
But the more politically resonant version of an extended kinship commu
nity was provided in the figure of the Indian tribe, more properly egalitar
ian, of course, and thus stripped of the Hollywood Western's historically 
inaccurate fondness for the absolute sovereignty of the patriarchal "chief." 
Echoing the communitarians' nostalgia for the precapitalist family, the 
counterculture's "reinvention of the Indian" in the I960s was a romantic 
form of preindustrial identification that, however much it was addressed 
to the surplus of white guilt generated out of a long history of injustice, 
oppression, and atrocity, did not arise solely out of a historical reexamina
tion of the old West. In most instances, the new primitivistic attention to 
the American Indian coexisted and was articulated within the critical eval
uation of America's advanced technological intervention in the non-West
ern world, especially in Southeast Asia. There was a double identification 
with the East and with the prewhite West. Swamis and Cherokees became 
dual objects of devotion, side by side. The hippie earth mother could carry 
a papoose and sport "Oriental" cheesecloth without any sense of cultural 
contradiction. 

Ironically, this dual identificatory practice reproduced the vestigial 
association of the American Indian with the Orient, perpetuated ever since 
Columbus's grand navigational! cartographic blunder and institutional
ized in other ways in the astonishing farrago of historical moonshine 
worked up by the only authentic (white) American religion, Mormonism. 
It is no surprise, moreover, that the films of the Cinema Rouge would each 
come to be interpreted as allegories of the intervention in Vietnam, or that 
President Johnson would compare the defense of Vietnam to the defense 
of the Alamo, or that the Western, specifically the politicized forms of the 
spaghetti Western, would later come to serve as a powerful vehicle for the 
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critique of u.s. imperialism, historical and contemporary, in Central and 
Latin America. 

Arguably the most successful, and problematic, of the 1960s attempts 
to romanticize preindustrial values were those made in the service of post
industrial ideology. None was more persuasive than that of Marshall 
McLuhan, who advocated that the desired "Orientalization" and "retri
balization" of Western families could be achieved through the medium of 
new cultural technologies like television. The chief obstacle in the path of 
postindustrial utopia, as McLuhan saw it, was the tendency to use new 
technological environments to reflect the content of outdated environ
ments, a phenomenon he called "rear-view mirrorism." Writing in 1966 at 
the height of the American domination of overseas media markets, McLu
han cited the popularity of "Bonanza" as an example of this contradictory 
face of technologist ideology: 

Bonanza is not our present environment, but the old one; and in darkest 
suburbia we latch onto this image of the old environment. This is normal. 
While we live in the television environment, we cannot see it .... Anyone 
who talks about centralism in the twentieth century is looking at the old 
technology - Bonanza - not the new technology - electric technology. 
. . . Our thinking is all done still in the old nineteenth-century world 
because everyone always lives in the world just behind - the one they can 
see, like Bonanza. Bonanza is the world just behind, where people feel safe. 
Each week 350 million people see Bonanza in sixty-two different countries. 
They don't all see the same show, obviously. In America Bonanza means 
"way-back-when." And to many of the other sixty-two countries it means 
a-way-forward when we get there. (McLuhan 1967, 87-89) 

Here McLuhan proposed a cultural parable for advanced technological 
societies. As I have elsewhere pointed out, it is also "a parable about 
underdevelopment in many of the sixty-two countries (almost a hundred 
finally, in Bonanza's case) in which a technologically advanced culture's 
own imaginary and anachronistic relation to its past development is being 
introduced" (Ross 1989, 132). In imagining the point of view of consumers 
in the foreign media markets upon which Hollywood film and network TV 

programming was being dumped, McLuhan saw only the witty, anachro
nistic side of culture shock, predicated upon assumptions about the inevi
table linear shape of technological progress along the Western model, 
assumptions that would not go uncontested in the decade ahead. 
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McLuhan's working concept of technological environments is nonethe
less a useful one if we do not attribute to it the functional homogeneity 
and absolute determinist power which he did. It can be understood in this 
article as a set of discursive rules, and in this respect is similar to the struc
ture of the genre, which, however imprecisely defined, impure, and varia
ble in its permutation of rules and conventions, is still a model of effi
ciency, rather like the Colt revolver, the first "American" production 
system of interchangeable parts. Genres are like technological environ
ments inasmuch as their uneven influence, over a period of time, helps to 
govern our collective responses to perceived social contradictions. The 
cultural work that they perform serves to transform a set of material con
ditions into a narrative economy. 

COWBOYS AND CADILLACS 

If McLuhan had chosen to consider that the sponsor of "Bonanza" was 
General Motors - it was a highly visible sponsorship - then a different 
kind of political economy and a different understanding of technological 
environments might have underscored his comments about the show. It 
would be a story that looked backwards to the "heritage" of empire and 
settlement in the Old West but which drew, for its current cultural and 
economic sense, upon the iconography and the oil-rich resources of the 
New West. At the time McLuhan was writing, and the ratings of 
"Bonanza" were at their peak, the oil-dependent automobile industry, eco
nomic guarantor of the postwar Pax Americana, accounted for 10 percent 
of all manufacturing and one out of every six jobs. No single product 
before or since has or will dominate the economic base and imagination of 
a world power to the same extent as the automobile did in the postwar age 
of consensus. The decline of the American auto industry was completely 
synonymous with deindustrialization and the flight of American capital 
overseas. 

Just as there is an economic narrative that puts cowboys and Cadillacs 
together without too much in the way of contradictions, the cattle-rich 
base of the Cartwrights' property wealth rests uneasily, but not anachro
nistically, alongside the new social organization of the Western oil family 
dynasty. In principle, though not always on TV (the Ponderosa's six hun
dred thousand spread was worked by no more than four hired hands), cat
tle ranching is a labor-intensive business. On the oil ranch, there is not 
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much to do, except spend more time with the family. Hence the great 
Western melodramas like Written on the Wind, Hud, Giant, and the long
est running, "Dallas," each focusing on internal family tensions, on crises 
of filial succession and inheritance, and on the moral dissolution and dec
adence of a leisure class; all of the problems, in short, of that specific 
American type of late capitalism - the aristocratic family with a suburban 
imagination, of which the Reagans and the Marcoses are paradigmatic 
examples. But if oil wells had become a dishonorable replacement for 
ranching, and the dissolute dynasty represented a falling off from the 
close-knit cattle clan, the West and the Western were still ideological 
places for working out what exactly it is a man "has to do." 

Levinson's Tin Men is a film that has fully absorbed the popular con
sciousness about the meaning of these Western narratives and oppositions 
and presents a clever reframing of the conflict between technological envi
ronments that helps to define masculipe identity inside and outside the fam
ily. Punctuated throughout with references to all of the generic phases of the 
Western, Tin Men dramatizes the end of an equally mythical period when 
American men's relation to both their independent and familial identity 
was mediated across the lavishly styled surfaces of their new Cadillacs. 
The central action is provided by a prolonged conflict between two "tin 
men": BB, a natty, maverick type, single and enterprising, and Tilley, a 
frustrated citizen type, married and unimaginative. This conflict involves 
several showdowns, involving destructive attacks on their respective cars, 
at, among other sites, a local race track and a bar called the Corral Club, 
against the backdrop of a Western shootout on a drive-in screen. Revenge, 
for the rogue male BB, takes the form of "stealing" Tilley's wife, Nora, but 
she ends up outlawing the cowboy in him with a series of speeches and 
actions that displays her protofeminism. Investigating evidence of their 
hustling, fraud, and misrepresentations as aluminum-siding salesmen, a 
government Home Improvements Commission revokes both of their 
licenses. Tilley, the populist "small man" victim, who is everywhere har
ried by the IRS, views this as a McCarthy-type outrage, while BB, the 
shrewd sharpie, sees it as a symptom of "the future," otherwise depicted 
throughout the film by BB's close attention to the humble appearances on 
Baltimore streets of the Volkswagen Beetle. The closing scene ends with a 
reconciliation that leads the spectator to assume that the enemies might 
romantically team up and seek their fortune together in the new business 
of selling Volkswagen automobiles. Nat King Cole croons over the cred-
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its: "Now I've found my joy /I'm as happy as a baby boy/With another 
brand new choo-choo toy/When I met sweet Lorraine, Lorraine, Lorraine." 

Like the classic Western, the film registers the end of a certain phase of a 
golden age of male autonomy: the Law has moved in to cramp the male 
style, and suddenly, the world, like its new automobiles, is a smaller and 
more restricted vehicle in which to maneuver. In the home improvements 
business, selling, in which each man had a style all his own, had nonethe
less been a story of hucksterism, of livelihoods dependent upon hood
winking women about how to "beautify" the exterior of their homes. In 
the business of male bonding and male rivalry, it had been a story that 
posits the economy of the automobile, with its own "beautified" and 
feminized exterior, against the economy of the home and the family; an 
opposition in which a dented car, equated with a dented virility, can arbi
trarily determine the fate of the family. The causes and symptoms of 
decline are manifest everywhere; the interventionist state is clamping 
down on the old, unregulated enterprise, the appearance of "economical" 
import cars on American streets heralds the end of the Golden Age of 
Detroit-style production and consumption, and women are not going to 
stand by their men anymore. If, in the face of all these threatening hori
zons, Tin Men is a nostalgia film, it is because it is typically Western -
white males, even if they have the right stuff, will never be able to get up 
to the same tricks again, while enjoying the technological legitimacy and 
confidence they shared along with Detroit's latest hurrah, or the feudal 
allegiances they could once expect from their families. For these tin men, 
struggling to survive the coming shift in technological environments, both 
economic and sexual, the contours of their masculinity will have to be 
redesigned, for life on the Ponderosa would never be quite the same again. 

Francis Ford Coppola's Tucker (I988) offers a more consciously articu
lated narrative of American economic decline within the context of the 
nostalgia genre. There, the typical Coppola opposition between the uto
pian family community and the ruthlessly anonymous face of big business 
is economically posed as a contest over the technological definition of "the 
family car," that benign, iconic model of Fordist production in the imme
diate postwar period. A visionary techno-entrepreneur, Tucker plans and 
designs an authentic "family car" that will truly embody family values: a 
safe, caring, ethical car that looks the future confidently in the face, just as 
it respectfully pays tribute to the decor and furnishings of a less stream
lined past. The production of this car becomes a family business in every 
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sense, strongly identified in promotional events with Tucker's own happy 
family and based around a small, close-knit production team which mili
tates against the big Fordist ethic of Detroit. In his inclusion (daring in the 
postwar years) of a Japanese-American engineer in the production team, 
Tucker unconsciously but symbolically gestures toward a future in which 
the struggle for technological innovation and supremacy, just recently 
waged against imperial Japan, will have been lost and ceded to the East. 

Tucker's family enterprise falls victim to the corruptions of power 
generated by the Detroit manufacturers' influence in Washington, and 
Coppola's film embraces its small-guy Capraesque logic in full conscious
ness of the postimperial future of a declining automobile industry. Com
plaining, in the classical rhetoric of populist nostalgia, that he has been a 
"generation too late," his courtroom speech appeals to what appears to be 
embryonic (but what are, in fact, long established) resentments about a 
technologically administered society: "Bureaucrats would squash Ben
jamin Franklin .... Let's not close out the small guy - One day, we'll be 
buying cars from our former enemies. That's what happens if the bureau
crats squash the innovators." 

In contrast to the fantasmatic historical sense of Rockwellian films like 
Back to the Future, Tucker's idealistic picture of the happy 1950S family is, 
at least, technologically grounded. By this I mean that it takes to the letter 
many of the mythical values and meanings now associated with the iconic 
"family car" of the 1950S and seriously attempts to ground them within a 
more or less credible world of representations. In the benign picture of the 
household economy associated with Tucker's car Coppola offers a pro
ductionist version of the atomized family utopias of the new suburban 
landscapes that had been organized around consumerism in the 1950S. 

Like the covered wagon and the "iron horse," the automobile was linked 
to the creation of "pioneer" suburban communities, whose domestic tech
nological environments were similarly organized around privatized mobil
ity. But while Tucker's tight-knit household economy emphasizes the 
cohering effects of the automobile on family life, it ignores the dispersing 
effects. The intrusion of the car on family life just as often facilitated an 
escape from repressive group rituals and habits, while it provided an alter
native domestic space for more adventurous teenage family romances; 
youth films from Rebel Without a Cause to American Graffiti would cele
brate this other, liberating side of automobile culture. 

It may be crucial to see the significance of Tucker's presentation of the 
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family in terms of a productionist household economy rather than in 
terms of a consumerist household economy, where the mother would play 
much more of a leading role. Consequently, Tucker manages to resolve 
the contradictions present in a conservative ideology of the family, in 
which the market ideal of the self-supporting individual must be reduc
tively conflated with the moral ideal of a collective family unit supported 
by a single breadwinner. Given the recent historical presence of women in 
factory wartime production, Mrs. Tucker's intimate role in the "produc
tion" of the automobile, even if she figures mostly in a promotional con
text, tells a tale about the containing power of familialist ideology in the 
film. 

EMPIRE OF THE SON 

One might still be surprised, however, by the extent to which Coppola 
commits himself so seriously and, some would say, fanatically to the proj
ect of locating a cohesive family ideology, even in the light of his long 
obsession with the family, from the conflict in The Godfather between the 
extended, cohesive ethnic family and the "false" Family of the Mafia busi
ness order to his innocuous tribute to the nostalgia genre in Peggy Sue Got 
Married. But Coppola's stories, and his obsessions, as it has often been 
pointed out, are as much an outcropping of the Hollywood imaginary as 
they are an ideological critique of the Hollywood system. 

Coppola's own Hollywood reputation as an outlawed, visionary 
techno-entrepreneur is heavily overlaid with paternalistic features. In his 
dual role, as technological pioneer and paternal protector of his "people," 
he embodies the contradictions of familialism as seamlessly as his Tucker. 
So too, in the mythology of the new Hollywood genre cinema devoted to 
technoworship, Coppola might take his place as Father, godly or not, 
within the holy trinity of the Spielberg-Lucas school of directors. Within 
this canonically motherless family, Spielberg is cast in the filial role of the 
eternal Wunderkind, and Lucas is the Holy Ghost in the machine, the fa
cilitator, the brother of invention. 

The naive science-fiction genres favored by Spielberg and Lucas 
(responsible for the production of what Andrew Britton has called the 
"Reaganite entertainment" of the last decade of children's films made for 
adults, or, as the marketing slogan goes, "for kids of all ages") have all but 
replaced the Western as the dominant Hollywood genre for speaking 
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about the foundational myths of national identity. As modern narratives 
of empire, science-fiction films increasingly borrow more conventions 
today from the Western than from the horror genres which were their pri
mary source in the 1950S. If they no longer speak to the history of an inter
nally colonized settlement, their concern has been with external conquests 
in space, the "final frontier." On the other hand, they share the xenopho
bia and the euphoric nostalgia of the classic Western, providing, in the fig
ure of the "alien" (as the unfamiliar, and thus outside the family), one of 
the most fully articulated image-repertoires of racist and racially marked 
types in American culture. 

This figure is now so dominant in the Hollywood imaginary that the 
semantic distance it has maintained with respect to the typology of the 
"alien" generated by the u.s. Immigration Service has collapsed upon 
itself. For example, the recent film Alien Nation (directed by Graham 
Baker) is the story of the absorption of a stray alien population, geneti
cally altered for slavery, into the u.s. labor force as a new underclass, 
working with methane and other poisonous substances to which the aliens 
are immune. (The inverted image of this conceit can be found in John Car
penter's They Live!, which is an allegory of aliens as the ruling class, espe
cially the Republican elite, who have taken over the world, and who are 
altering the atmosphere through pollution and acid rain in order to make 
it more comfortable for them to breathe; Earth is their Third World to 
colonize and exploit.) In Alien Nation, ACLU lawyers defend the newcom
ers' rights, but discrimination is rife, alien ghetto crime proliferates, and 
racist jokes abound. The film itself turns into a rather predictable and 
pedestrian cop-buddy movie, depicting the course of bonding between a 
white hardass bigot officer and the first alien to achieve the rank of detec
tive in the Los Angeles Police Department (indeed, it is the alien who has 
an "Ozzie and Harriet" family and who helps to bring together the sepa
rated family of his new buddy). Posed explicitly as an allegory of immigra
tion racism and primitive capitalist exploitation in Southern California, 
the film recycles too many familiar racist moves, however, to render it 
critical. The Alien National Inquirer, a promotional newspaper distrib
uted at theaters, reproduces uncomfortable racist mythologies in its adver
tising section: lazy aliens (the La-Z-Alien Recliner), the well-endowed 
alien (Chippenaliens), alien hair obsessions, and "exotic" foods (Chief 
Boyar Dee's Beaveroni), and so forth. 

For all its troubled intimacy with the discourses of racism, Alien Nation 
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is symptomatic of a new wave of thoroughly domestic "alien" pictures that 
overtly address questions of race and class, a tendency brilliantly heralded 
by John Sayles's Brother From Another Planet, and figured, more indi
rectly, in Julian Temple's Earth Girls Are Easy, where a racially diverse 
trio of aliens are freely and easily submerged into the hedonistic subcul
tures of Valley life in Southern California. This tendency, however, is far 
removed from the ideology of science-fiction promoted by the Spielberg
Lucas school, whose most domesticated alien has been E. T., a charmingly 
deformed infant-savant, and whose most xenophobic productions have 
been spectacular theological sagas about final conflicts and crusades 
against dark, totalitarian empires. Much has been written about the close 
association of Star Wars' Cold War mysticism with the global agenda of 
the American New Right. The critique has been quite accurate, so much 
so, in fact, that the popularity of the Lucas films has sufficiently blurred 
the line between imperial fiction and technological reality for it to have 
helped to legitimize the plan of the National Security State for a new per
manent arms economy, linked to the industrialization and militarization 
of the space frontier. 

More problematic for critics of the Spielberg-Lucas school has been the 
phenomenon of the infantilization of the spectator. This is an effect 
inscribed within the films, not only in terms of the Oedipal configurations 
worked out around the usually centralized family milieu, but also in rela
tion to the wondrous gee-whizzery of magically clean technology. Robin 
Wood has described these films' appeal in terms both of a regression to 
childhood and of the narrative of the restoration of the father in Holly
wood cinema (Wood 1986, 162-188). Vivian Sobchack extends this analy
sis by pointing to the figure of the born-again father-as-child as a narrative 
for resolving the crisis of patriarchy (Sobchack 1986, 7-36). Historically 
speaking, in these parables about science-fiction technology, which regu
larly evoke the frames of reference of a 1950S TV childhood, the narrative 
of "going back to the future" is a powerful conservative recuperation of 
the postlapsarian present. It is a familiar way of imaginatively predating 
the less-than-mythical breaks that divide us historically from the 1950S; 
post-Oedipal maturity, the real economic decline of American supremacy, 
the erosion of the nuclear family, the loss of the political "innocence" of 
the postwar "youth culture," the breakup of the liberal middle-class con
sensus, the ignominy of American interventionism, and so on. 

In fact, the postimperial nostalgia espoused by Spielberg-Lucas has 
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taken on a visibly generational form, a narrative that can be told in the 
space of a single generation - specifically, their own generation - which 
spans the postwar period of the rise and fall of American empire. The 
generational framing of this narrative is not yet explicitly moral; it has not 
become a conventional feature of the filmic narrative itself, as it is in, say, 
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, the most nostalgic of all the classic 
Westerns, where the youthful memories of Valance the elder statesman are 
allowed to flesh out the film's famous parable about the mythical West: 
"When the legend becomes fact, print the legend." Lacking the historical 
distance provided by the Western, the Spielberg-Lucas nostalgia has been 
interpreted as a much more personalized and Oedipalized investment on 
the part of the directors themselves, especially in the case of Spielberg, 
whose valorization of the infantile presexual male and the restored 
nuclear family, with or without a real father, has been an invariable fea
ture of his films. 

When Spielberg does actually address real historical conditions and 
events, it is in the context of two films, 1941 and Empire of the Sun, that 
relate to Japanese imperial power and the American-Japanese military 
struggle for aerial supremacy. 1941 is a forgettable slapstick farce set in a 
hysterical California weeks after Pearl Harbor, and also during the vio
lently racist "zoot suit riots," in which American servicemen attacked 
Mexican-Americans wearing fashions pioneered by black jazz musicians. 
The sexual angle of the farce is developed through a female character who 
is turned on by aeroplane technology; she "has a serious interest in strate
gic bombers." But this identification with aerial firepower was to find its 
vintage Spielbergian formulation in Empire of the Sun (1987), released at 
the same time as the other "Chinese" film of the year, Bertolucci's turgid 
art-movie, The Last Emperor. 

Empire of the Sun transforms J. G. Ballard's bleak memoir of a neoco
lonial childhood in Shanghai into an astonishing story about what Walter 
Benjamin saw as the specifically fascist aestheticization of technology and 
power. Jamie Graham, the precocious and resourceful boy-hero of the 
film, is growing up in an idealized British bourgeois family setting in a 
Shanghai that is threatened by the imperial Japanese invasion. Having 
abandoned the God of Anglicanism, and lacking any sense of patriotic 
affiliation, his sympathies in the coming conflict are becoming quite clear; 
at the age of ten, he is "thinking of joining the Japanese air force," because 
they have the better pilots and the superior technology that his comic 
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books valorize. Separated from his parents in the confusion of the inva
sion, his survivalist education in the hard school of wartime labor camps 
is governed by a series of affiliatory maneuvers and deals which he negoti
ates with representatives of different nationalities in the labor camp. He 
has little patience for the old paternalistic British code of decency, fair 
play, and humanistic respect for elders and finds the tough camaraderie 
and competitive individualism of the American community to be more 
attractive and exciting; he becomes an honorary American, with an 
Americanized name, Jim, a flying jacket, baseball cap, and entrepre
neurial manner to accompany it. His ultimate respect, however, is 
reserved for the "honorable" militaristic codes of the Japanese pilots 
whose airfield abuts the labor camp. 

Between his schooling in unprincipled American pragmatism and his 
training in the deferential master-slave code demanded by the Japanese 
camp commander, his education as a protofascist looks to be almost com
plete. During a bombing raid on the airfield, in which the smell of cordite 
overexcites his imagination and his body, he is struck by the thought that 
he cannot remember what his parents look like. The rest of the film looks 
toward the final restoration and reunion of the family. The Americans 
betray him, and the Japanese are humiliated in war. But there is no real 
satisfaction for him in the closing reunion with his parents. Instead, grati
fication is provided by a rejuvenation of his faith in aerial military technol
ogy, this time as a result of his mystical encounter with the moment of ori
gin of a new empire of the sun, the artificial sun of the atom bomb's white 
light on the horizon. In Ballard's autobiography, this is a gloomy if not 
nihilistic scenario. In Spielberg's version, it is an altar-scene of awe and 
technoworship; for Jim, it is "like God taking a photograph." 

If only because of its explicit historical setting, Empire of the Sun is the 
most politically clearcut of Spielberg's allegories of born-again boyhood. 
The hero is structurally faced with a difficult choice between a number of 
imperialist life-styles - the bankrupt British code of being a "decent chap," 
the busy commercial Darwinism of American "pragmatism," or the rigor
ously demanding ideology of Japanese "honor." His choice a la Spielberg 
proves to be a disinterested, disembodied one, a mystical identification 
with the new atom technology that is posed as beyond race, class, and 
nationality, after which choice his parents can then reappear as the familia 
ex machina. It is the "empire of the son" which he chooses, an empire of 
promise that has yet to commit itself to atrocities and failed expectations 
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and that is offered its own originary code of manifest destiny by the 
appearance of the atomic omen in the sky. 

(NOT) LOST IN SPACE 

The technological miracle in the skies which so inspires Spielberg's Jim is 
the barbaric origin, not just of the Cold War and America's permanent 
arms economy, but also of what Dale Carter (1988) has called the Rocket 
State, imaginatively aimed at creating a technological environment for the 
colonization of space. The backdrop to all postwar science-fiction, from 
the germophobic, anticommunist films of the Cold War to the clean, won
derworld technology of Star Wars, will be the development of an aero
space industry to meet the national challenge of world supremacy. The 
aerospace imaginary fostered its own folk heroes in astronauts with a 
national iconic function (even as they were revealed as "tin men," with lit
tle opportunity, within the operational technostructure of the space pro
gram, to prove that they had the "right stuff" of frontiersman ship ). The 
much-feted and heavily funded avant-garde of the aerospace research 
industry not only fueled the prospect of long-term industrial growth, but 
also prepared the expertise, the technological organization, and the com
munications hardware base for u.s. intervention in Southeast Asia, just as 
it had accelerated the growth of media and communications imperialism 
through the development of satellite systems. And the economic base of 
the industry in the South and the West became the demographic strong
hold of the New Right, with its frightening vision of Heaven as a safe har
bor for new u.s. military bases. 

Children's game culture may have long supplanted the narrative of cow
boys versus Indians with that of us versus aliens, but the Challenger disas
ter in 1986 was as difficult an event to absorb and contain as the Lindberg 
baby kidnapping had once been. On the face of it, the McAuliffe mission 
was planned in every respect as an "ultimate field trip" and a history lesson 
in national identity for students. McAuliffe herself had underscored the 
continuity of national history when she compared her mission to that of 
the pioneering women of the Old West who had traveled across the plains 
in Conestoga wagons, keeping personal journals of their experiences and 
writing letters back east (Carter 1988, 257). So too, the multi ethnic family 
that made up the Challenger crew - a black, a Jew, and an Asian Ameri
can from Hawaii, in addition to two women - was a Star Trek melting 
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pot community, boasting a range of cultural diversity that was conspicu
ously absent from the all-white, male makeup of the next shuttle crew. 
Most notable of all, however, the famous film of the Challenger disaster 
reproduced the kind of special effects spectacle (like the destruction of the 
Death Star) that had thrilled Star Wars audiences, just as the Zapruder 
footage of the Kennedy assassination in Texas had recalled a furtive 
ambush scene in a Western. 

Beyond its many resonances with the Western and science-fiction 
genres, the Christa McAuliffe story could also be told as the story of what 
happens when Mother leaves the family to go out and work. (Her job, in 
this case, was not a skilled job; much of her training "consisted of stern 
admonitions to 'never touch those switches' " [Carter 1988, 258]). In this 
respect, the McAuliffe story was shot through with symptoms of the new 
national anxiety about mothers in the workforce. Forget the pioneering 
women in the covered wagons. Self-supporting individualism of the sort 
that is valorized by a conservative ideology of the family depends today 
upon easy access to day care, and this is not the stuff of which pioneering 
legends are made. No more helpful toward a successful representation of 
the space family is the overplanned, control technology of the space pro
gram, notorious for casting its astronauts as helplessly passive, even as 
victims, rather than masters of their interplanetary fates. A more inte
grated technological environment would be needed to launch the ideology 
of familialism into outer space. 

If, as Sobchack has argued, the pressure of conservative patriarchalism 
has produced a number of successful though unstable narratives in the 
born-again father mold, a similar story might be told within Hollywood 
film about the relation of women to the new reproductive technologies, 
which is where the struggle over familialism has been waged. Consider 
how McAuliffe's tragic equal-opportunity narrative stands beside the sto
ries of the two most famous heroines of modern science-fiction: Barbarella 
and Ripley, whose respective adventures tell a checkered story about the 
new contest over the interface of professionally trained women and tech
nology in science-fiction film. 

In the 1968 pop fantasy film, Barbarella's fur-lined spaceship sported a 
with-it, playboy environment. Reyner Banham, the architecture critic, 
described it as "the first post-hardware SF movie of any consequence," 
because, unlike the alienated spaces of 2001, it conveyed, both pictorially 
and thematically, the essence of a "responsive environment"; "an ambi-
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ence of curved, pliable, continuous, breathing, adaptable surfaces" 
(Banham 1981, 134). This new user-friendly software environment would 
eventually triumph in the film over the more hardware-based organization 
of space upon which Sogo, the city of the Great (female) Tyrant, is built. 
This software-hardware opposition was gender-coded, of course, and is 
articulated within the film as an ironic high-camp look at the philosophy 
of Love which underscored the 1960s "sexual revolution." Although Bar
barella is a professional servant of the powers that police the Love Uni
verse, she also embodies the new spirit of the pioneer sexual adventuress, 
and so she needs all of her rigorously planned training in Love and Peace 
environments and more in order to triumph over Sogo's Marcusean tech
nologies of hedonistic social control like Duran Duran's Ecstasy Machines 
and the Matmos, the subterranean liquid energy which feeds off bad 
vibes. What is really at stake in the film, however, is the software technol
ogy of the birth control pill. In Barbarella's future universe, lovemaking is 
performed between psychocardiagram-coordinated partners through the 
use of "exultation transference pellets." In the course of her adventures on 
Tausetti, she ecstatically discovers an archaic, natural way of making love 
that had gone unpracticed on Earth for thousands of years - the mission
ary position. The recent advent of accessible birth control for women, 
then, is represented in the film as indicative of a passionless, technocratic 
future that must be prevented in the name of old-fashioned pleasure. 

Alien (1979) offers a more disturbing version of the assault on female 
control over reproduction. There, we find a similar kind of gender-coded 
dialogue between the technological environment of the N ostromo and 
that of the alien spaceship. Because it is a dystopian film, the surfaces are 
not friendly and appealing as they were in the psychedelic Barbarella. The 
grungy, hardware-confining spaces of the Nostromo prove to be unsafe 
and claustrophobic, while the fossilized, biomechanoid design of the 
aliens' terrain, gestating even as it wears the look of death, is replete with 
threatening reproductive imagery. In using a human male body as an incu
bator for part of its life cycle, the alien environment reproduces itself with 
all of the iconographic trappings of a destructive rapist. This dystopian 
picture of reproductive technologies is set within a sharp critique of the 
capitalist logic which is sending pioneer families and mining crews out 
into space to colonize mineral resources, and whose android agent and 
computer are programmed to decide that human lives are expendable in 
the company's pursuit of new organic technologies for its bioweapons 
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division. In Alien, Ripley is the one character who is able to survive the 
Alien's rampage. She survives not because she is a true professional, 
responsibly in control of the technologies of control, and not because, in 
the confrontation scene, she evokes "feminine intuition" by wishing on a 
"lucky star." She survives because she alone is in a structural position to 
recognize the logic of the film's narrative about reproductive technology 
by greeting the Alien as a "son of a bitch," just moments after she has 
named the company's computer as "Mother, you Bitch" for failing to deac
tivate the self-destruct program. She alone can see that the Alien's blend of 
autogenetic self-sufficiency and aggressive individualism - "a perfect or
ganism, whose structural perfection is matched only by its hostility," in the 
admiring words of Ash, the company's android - is perfectly complicit 
with the patriarchal logic of the company that allows the Alien free 
destructive rein over her companions' bodies. The Alien technoculture not 
only embodies the dream of womanless reproduction, but its autogenesis 
is dependent upon the colonization of other male bodies - the only bodies 
that the film wants us to see being used in this way. 

In Aliens, the militaristic, nationalistic sequel, the Aliens' colonization 
of other bodies is more indiscriminate, and indeed, we only actually see 
female bodies being colonized. So too, Alien's precise critique of the com
pany's capital logic has dissipated; exploitation is embodied in the individ
ual figure of the company agent Burke, the bad guy who is seen to act 
autonomously of his employers. As a result, when Ripley criticizes the 
motives behind the company's appropriation of alien technologies, she 
can only blame the human species as a whole; she says at "least the aliens 
don't fuck each other over for a percentage." 

Unlike in Alien, Ripley's role is not only clearly gender-coded as female, 
but is also marked from the very beginning of the film as maternal. The 
opening scenes establish Jonesy the cat as her surrogate child, and her 
nightmare birthing dreams as a symptom of unresolved maternal anxieties 
and desires, while we are also offered the spectacle of our heroine melting 
and going weak at the knees at the thought of the endangered colonist 
families on the terraformed planet. Alien's clear critique of corporate logic 
is bypassed by the way in which the sequel takes up the question of moth
erhood, surrogate or otherwise, in order to establish a mythical contest 
between good and bad mothers. In the final analysis, personalizing the 
queen alien as a "bitch," as Ripley does in the confrontation scene, is argu
ably less of a critical perception than recognizing (as in the original film 
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when she reserved the term "bitch" for Mother, the name of the company 
computer) the common logic of aggressive colonization shared by the 
company and the alien offspring. In effect, the "natural" vengeance of the 
grieving alien mother comes to displace the logic of genocide and coloni
zation as a motive for aggression. If Ripley ends up with a strange kind of 
one-parent family to look after - the adopted, feral child Newt and two 
castrated men, Bishop, the decapitated android, and Hicks, the wounded 
lieutenant - it is nonetheless the best that the film can offer in the way of 
solutions to the crisis of the family. 

As part of the final, Western showdown between the good and bad 
mother, destructive "human" technology in the shape of Ripley's appropri
ation of the marines' arsenal of firepower is justified in the fight against 
reproductive "alien" technology. The film's move to make Ripley into a 
female Rambo, bristling with state-of-the-art weaponry, while recklessly 
but heroically protecting her adopted child, can and has been read as one 
way of taking technology into one's own hands, an unavoidable move if 
we are to have strong female heroines looking after their own. But what 
may prove to be more important about the film's dominant image of 
Ripley, guns, flamethrowers, and cannons blazing, is not that she is a 
woman, or a (step )mother, but rather that she is an American, and a white 
American at that. Nor does it really matter what she is firing at, anymore 
than it matters who Rambo or Schwarzenegger or Crockett is firing at. 
What she does when she strikes this pose is to take on a recognizably 
national identity, marked by the gesture of shooting from the hip, the 
properly casual American style of blowing away an adversary. For whom, 
exactly, is Ripley pulling the trigger of her Peacemaker? Not for some uni
versal good mother, not for the protection of her otherwise defenseless, 
adopted family, but for a particular audience, constructed within the 
national imaginary as defined by the history of Hollywood genre film, 
especially the Western, and as responsive as ever to a trigger-happy tech
nological environment. The iconography of this pose is quite culture-spe
cific; it belongs to a rhetoric of violence spoken, in theaters around the 
world, in an American accent and acted out with the deathless swagger of 
empue. 

Andrew Ross teaches English at Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey. 
His latest book is called No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture 
(Routledge, 1989). 
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Sons at the Brink of Manhood: 
Utopian Moments in 

Male Subjectivity 

BILL NICHOLS 

MEN MAKE THINGS, including themselves. Part of the myth of man
hood is that this making testifies to the autonomy and power of the male. 
Men construct systems of meaning, empires of signs, institutional appara
tuses, and technologies of domination. They structure and control organi
zations from the family to the state. These things reflect back an image of 
man that assures him of his rightful place within society, his status as sub
ject, independent of the need for others. But, as Lina Lamont asked plain
tively when Don and Cosmo solved the problem of the coming of sound 
for their still-silent "Dueling Cavalier" film in Singin' in the Rain, "What 
about me?" What about those of us whose sense of our bodies and our 
selves is not returned, entirely, by the mirror of masculinist production? 

The best alternative mirror we have is that held up by feminism, which 
shows how men not only construct themselves and their world but also 
the female subjectivities allowed to populate it. Much is at stake here, 
most of all for real women whose subjectivity finds no place within a sys
tem designed to reassure men that they possess what women lack, that 
men exhibit no deficiency while women are nothing if not deficient. 

This mirror, though, is one that reflects back in bolder outline the very 
masculinism in which I am unavoidably caught up but with which I iden
tify reluctantly. I long for another mirror, one where I can see myself as 
male but not as patriarch, as someone within this world but not entirely of 
it, as alive to those empathetic qualities of self that our masculinist culture 
will suppress and disavow or project onto women. I wish to see an image 
that combines an ideal-ego, a model of conduct and being which I can 
introject, together with an object of desire, a target of erotic investment, 
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that will circumvent the perils of love between men and women where the 
question of the phallus relentlessly mediates. A popular tune proclaims, 
"I'm not the man I used to be." The phrase offers a serious hint of what the 
image is that such a mirror might contain, as well as of its utopian and 
irretrievable status: the male youth of late adolescence. 

If such longing and desire is not entirely eccentric but operates within 
the popular imaginary more widely, narrative accountings of this desire 
may suggest how men take up the position of patriarch in troubled and 
troubling ways. An account that makes this vivid is Kaja Silverman's The 
Acoustic Mirror (1988). Here men are not simply the omnipotent bearers 
of a castrating gaze or the perpetrators of phallic mastery. They are also 
troubled creatures whose imaginary constructions betray their own 
doubts and lacks, if we can look behind the aura of certainty and plenti
tude they erect for themselves. Silverman's account of Freud's Oedipal sce
nario shows how his attempt to pin lack on women covers over lacks 
inflicted on the male child from a time well before the threat of castration 
makes its decisive intervention. Although Freud claimed this Oedipal cri
sis to be a "discovery" about the psychic world of the child, it is a discov
ery that is also uncanny, tinged with the recognition of losses and insuffi
ciencies, needs and dependencies already experienced long before the 
arrival of the Oedipal moment. 

The basic task, which Freud's account aids and abets, is to assign the 
physical body of woman a deficiency that can stand in for all the losses, 
lacks, and deficiencies suffered by the male child in his passage to matu
rity. The breast, the mother's voice, perhaps the womb itself, familiar 
objects like blankets, feces - these are the losses suffered well before any 
threat of castration materializes. These losses help guarantee that the sub
ject will always be bound to objects outside its reach and control. But to 
acknowledge this is to accept an irretrievably divided self. The classic 
alternative is to put the blame on Marne: assign lack to that other body 
where it cannot possibly be a quality of our own. 

Male normalcy, then, arises from the denial of lack which is disavowed 
and projected (quite literally in film) onto woman. In Freud's discussion of 
fetishes Silverman finds a labyrinth of evasions that point to this act of dis
avowal: "In the face of Freud's own defensive logic - in the face, that is, of 
such a web of disavowals and projections - I feel impelled to stress once 
again that the fetish classically functions not so much to conceal woman's 



SONS AT THE BRINK OF MANHOOD 

castration as to deny man's, and that this goal can be achieved only by 
identifying lack with what is exclusive to woman, i.e., with her anatomy" 
(Silverman 1988, 19-20). 

Silverman explains why, in this context, the image of woman so often 
functions as the symptom of a male condition: 

I would like to suggest that this refusal to identify castration with any of the 
divisions which occur prior to the registration of sexual difference reveals 
Freud's desire to place a maximum distance between the male subject and 
the notion of lack. To admit that the loss of the object is also a castration 
would be to acknowledge that the male subject is already structured by 
absence prior to the moment at which he registers woman's anatomical dif
ference - to concede that he, like the female subject, has already been 
deprived of being, and already been marked by the language and desires of 
the Other. (Silverman 1988,15) 

At the conclusion of this chapter on "Lost Objects and Mistaken Sub
jects," Silverman likens herself to Helen, one of the potential female vic
tims of Mark's need to insist that castration occurs elsewhere, on the bod
ies of the women he must mutilate with his camera, in Michael Powell's 
Peeping Tom. Like Helen, Silverman feels drawn to the cinema (Mark's 
home movies, Hollywood's spectacles) knowing this is where the telltale 
symptoms of male insufficiency can be found. But there is little identifica
tion with the images she finds there. "[S]he talks to herself incessantly dur
ing the screenings, interrogating, interjecting, interrupting, until the 
familiar grows strange, and the strange familiar. She finds herself inside 
and outside Mark's cinema at the same time, recognizing that she is a part 
of that cinema, but speaking all the same from elsewhere, with her moth
er's diagnostic tongue" (Silverman 1988, 41). 

Perhaps a Marxist or a feminist male occupies a similar position, com
pounded by shame, shame that arises when the subjectivity constructed 
within his own body comes to seem strange, if not repugnant. An expro
priated yet imaginary wholeness requires the exploitation of others. Sur
plus value is extracted from a mother's nurturing labors. When the little 
man's effort to make the thing he needs most of all - an image of his own 
subjectivity dependent on no one, sufficient in all things, lacking in noth
ing - begins to seem strange, it exposes the in authenticity at the heart of 
male subjectivity and demands of the male who would contest it that he, 
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too, speak from elsewhere, from a place both inside and outside the male 
body, masculinism, and the authority it legitimates. 

Is such a strangely divided, incomplete, and dependent male available 
for representation - outside the radical politics of gay and lesbian culture 
- as anything other than outsider, deviant, "pervert," or psychotic? Can 
such a figure be posed as an ideal or model? 

The feminist male or fully bisexual adult is a figure that does not seem 
to exist. There are, in the cinema, men who are supportive of women (I 
think of An Unmarried Woman and Alice Doesn't Live Here Anymore, for 
example) and homosexual men who reject the "compulsory heterosexual
ity" of their society. 1 But there are no men who remain within a domain of 
heterosexual relations that is no longer compulsory or compulsive, who 
embody a bisexual distribution of masculine and feminine qualities, who 
reject patriarchal values and acknowledge their own incomplete though 
full formed identity, men, in other words, who live inside and outside of 
patriarchy at the same time and whose subjectivity hinges on their rela
tions to women as much as men. (Clearly lesbianism and gay culture rep
resent the ultimate forms of critique through separation; these alternatives 
require separate consideration as utopian representations and overt or 
symptomatic critiques. My concern here is with the representation of a 
subjective position within heterosexual relations that still refuses to 
embody or take the place of the phallus or of that feminine other consti
tuted from the place of the phallus.) 

In an essay on Dog Day Afternoon, Fredric Jameson argues that a pre
condition for a specified form of consciousness is its availability to repre
sentation. Without a name, experience lacks a defining shape. In regard to 
class consciousness, which is another notorious lack in commercial cin
ema, J~meson claims we need, as a precondition, the felt or lived experi
ence of such consciousness in a form that can be made manifest. There 
is, he argues, "the requirement that, for people to become aware of the 
class, the classes be already in some sense perceptible as such" (Jameson 

I985,7I9)· 
This is a truly vexing problem for the fundamental category of class, 

but the problem of perceptibility is almost exactly the opposite one when 
we entertain questions of gender. The sex-gender system is all too obvious 
rather than imperceptible. If anything, it becomes natural rather than con
structed. If it is difficult to inscribe class consciousness onto the body of a 
character, it is impossible not to inscribe sexual difference. 



SONS AT THE BRINK OF MANHOOD 31 

The question then becomes not whether sexual difference is available 
for representation, but, given its inescapable presence, how to represent 
alternative forms of male and female subjectivity. Are women whose lived 
experience exceeds the representation made for them by men and men 
whose lived experience exceeds the masculinism their sex provides repre
sentable in the tangible form of the sexed human body? (I leave ambigu
ously sexed figures like Jesus Christ and Pee-wee Herman to the side, 
although the image of Jesus as the perfect Son hovers behind much of this 
discussion.) Where, in the wording of Nancy Folbre, do "acceptable male 
identities" come from (Folbre 1988, 64)?2 

The question can be sharpened by reviewing the range of possible sex
gender positions mapped out by the semiotic rectangle. The rectangle 
includes all of the logical possibilities based on a male/female opposition, 
but still leaves unresolved what a position that is both inside and outside 
the rectangle might be. This is the position of greatest interest, being the 
one Kaja Silverman assigns to herself in relation to dominant cinema, the 
one that a feminist male may have to take up, the one that any alternative 
image of men or women would have to adopt, and the one that Teresa de 
Lauretis describes as the position of the feminist regarding representations 
of women generally. But to begin with the rectangle: 

S -S 
man woman 

-5 
not woman not man 

Woman corresponds to that projected image of women that is the symp
tom of a male condition described by Silverman; it is quite distinct from 
the lived experience and complex subjectivities of actual women, and yet 
it is the only permissible position within the logic of a symbolic order 
grounded in phallocentrism. "In other worlds, woman is inside the rectan
gle, women are outside; the female subject of feminism is in both places at 
once. That is the contradiction" [faced by women who seek the authority 
of symbolic exchange] (De Lauretis 1987, II4). This is akin to the contra
diction that Jameson locates in the semiotic rectangle itself: it is "the very 
locus and model of ideological closure .... The semiotic rectangle be-
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comes a vital instrument for exploring the semantic and ideological intri
cacies of the text (or social system) ... because it maps the limits of a spe
cific ideological consciousness and marks the conceptual points beyond 
which that consciousness cannot go, and between which it is condemned 
to oscillate" (Jameson 1981, 46). Dialectics or the split affinities of a femi
nist-Marxist consciousness require us to acknowledge our own bodily 
presence within the rectangle at the same time as we try to figure our pos
sible presence outside of it. 

Where can we find the a-man or a-woman, grounded inside and outside 
of contradiction, self-subverting, and barely figurable at all? Kristeva's 
comment about "woman" corresponds to the alterity represented by 
a-woman here: "Wha~ I mean by 'woman' is that which is not represented, 
that which is unspoken, that which is left out of namings and ideologies" 
(Kristeva 1981, 166). De Lauretis finds such a figure in Bad Timing and in 
The Man Who Envied Women, among other films. But what of the 
a-man, men who are not "man" but who are not "not-man" either? My 
sense is that our cinema lacks a representation of this logically impossible 
figure that can only be registered as scandal or contradiction. But if we 
were to seek some small suggestion of what a presentable version of it 
might be like, we would do well to consider the late adolescent son as seen 
in many of our recent films. 

The little boy of Freudian theory passes through the Oedipal stage that 
distinguishes him from that other, deficient sex and guarantees his own 
privileged access to the phallus as the signifier of signifiers at least ten and 
more often twenty years before he reaches full adult maturity within soci
ety. What are we to make of this extraordinarily long hiatus? What does 
the son of late adolescence, on the cusp of adulthood, but still not fully a 
man (not yet able to assume the place of the Father, still occupying the 
place of son), represent within the sex-gender system - if he is entirely 
within it? 

The son clearly does not fit into the slot of man, and certainly not that 
of woman. But the son is not not-man either. He may be not-woman to 
some extent, and yet he does not capture the full power of the negation of 
woman that is man. If we return to the semiotic rectangle, we can perhaps 
suggest the location of the son as neither one nor the other, or as a poten
tial synthesis of both at the level that Greimas called the neutral term: 
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complex synthesis: adult bisexuality 
A , .... 

S -S 

man woman 

male female 
Imagmary Imagmary 

-5 5 

not woman not man 
" " v 

neutral term: the son 

Regarded this way, the son may continue to fill a position within the 
logical possibilities allowed by the rectangle, but it is a particularly intri
guing one since, as a synthesis, he also represents an instance of idealiza
tion. If the complex synthesis of a fully bisexual gender system where 
apparently symmetrical oppositions (male I female) no longer mask a 
hierarchical system of dominance governed by the phallus does not find 
representation in our cinema, this more modest, and incomplete, synthesis 
does. Consider such films as Running on Empty, The Karate Kid, Break
ing Away, Back to the Future, The Accused, Rumble/ish, The Outsiders 
or some of their precursors such as East 0/ Eden, Red River, or Rebel 
Without a Cause. In a culture that assigns the qualities of logic, rational
ity, deductive skills, objectivity, instrumental knowledge, and digital (yesl 
no, on/off) decision making to men and qualities of emotion, intuition, 
empathetic skills, subjectivity, gnostic or tacit knowledge, relationality, 
and analog (a continuum of conditional, contextually qualified) decision 
making to women, the son often embodies many more of the latter quali
ties than an adult male can manage without being marked as marginal, 
outsider, pervert, or deviant. The performance principle may loom as the 
measure of a man, but it is not yet internalized as the son's own imaginary 
credo. The son is eligible for full manhood and a place within the patriar
chal order, but it is a place reserved more than occupied and a temptation 
more than a compelling desire. Sons may have a penis, but they do not yet 
possess the phallus. 

The sons in Breaking Away, The Karate Kid, Running on Empty, The 
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Great Santini, and other films may represent or give manifest figuration to 
a male body that hesitates to rein scribe itself within patriarchy, that strug
gles to sustain a sense of wholeness and affinity in a context of incomplete
ness and dependency without projecting the uncanny and unwelcome sen
sation of loss, or lack, onto a devalued other, that stands apart from the 
F ather less to denounce him than to love him with a fierceness that cannot 
abide the symptomatic display of psychic dis-ease that is his. A vivid mani
festation of this form of father-son relationship occurs in The Great San
tini when Bull Meecham, the father, gets drunk and wanders the neigh
borhood after his son has stood up to him. Ben tracks him down and 
confesses, "I love you, Dad," but his father's response is to chase him, try
ing to hit or kick him. Bull, though, can barely stand, and his wobbly 
attacks are easily dodged by Ben, who continues to taunt his father with 
these "unmanly" or "a-manly" words. Rather than defiantly proclaim his 
triumph over a humbled father, or ridicule his father's defensive shows of 
blustery authority, Ben utters the same words a suddenly humanized John 
Wayne uses at the end of The Searchers to the "fallen" but still loved girl 
child abducted by the Comanche chief, Scar, "Let's go home, Dad 
(Debbie)." 

The son's body, as the complete but still not fully mature body of the 
male, is the site where man is made, or unmade. The armature that makes 
the man must be applied, or refused. The son must take his place in rela
tion to the Law; he will become its agent or its object, and what these 
films convey is the difficulty of the choice. What shall he make of himself? 
With what form of self-consciousness shall he be endowed? Choice 
becomes evidence of labor, a labor written onto the body and across the 
face of sons who hesitate to make the choice that yields the "symptoms of 
a male condition" their fathers so helplessly display. 

The son's fundamental struggle is to redefine himself as other than son. 
We might think of this struggle as the kind of labor described by Hegel in 
relation to the serfs coming to self-consciousness vis-a.-vis the master: 

Labour ... is desire restrained and checked, evanescence delayed and post
poned: in other words, labour shapes and fashions the thing. The negative 
relation to the object passes into the form of the object, into something that 
is permanent and remains; because it is just for the labourer that the object 
has independence .... The consciousness that toils and serves accordingly 
attains by this means the direct apprehension of that independent being as 
its self. (Hegel 1967, 238) 
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The object into whose form labor and deferred desire pass is, for the 
son, his own body. The body is the raw material of sex-gender production 
within the family as wood, cotton, and coal are in the factory. The son 
labors to produce himself, an object with independence, initially, just for 
himself. The process of struggle and dilemmas of choice yield the appre
hension of self. It is a sense of self that may come - as Marx would be 
wont to remind us, and as melodrama and soap opera often demonstrate 
- from sacrifice by others and the extraction of surplus value: sacrifice by 
and exploitation of women. Just as deficiency is projected onto women, so 
labor in excess of reward is extracted from them. (Enough to allow 
fathers, and sons, to make themselves a man.) For a son with the qualities 
we described above (intuition, empathy, contextually conditional decision 
making, and so on), it is little wonder that the choice of whether to 
assume the place of the father provokes considerable anxiety and hesita
tion even as it is the choice that will provide for the son his own sense of 
adult identity. 

The labor of making oneself into a man inscribes itself across the body. 
Prohibitions, injunctions, commands; ideal-egos and objects of desire; 
rhetorical seductions and utopian longings lodge themselves within the 
body. Their discrepant urgings return as a writing from the inside of the 
body toward others. A corpography, as it were, represents itself through 
those telling moments of movement, posture, gesture, inflection, tone, 
and facial expression that signify the enormous, wrenching labor of mak
ing a man. This labor - epitomized in the acting style of James Dean and 
the young Marlon Brando and continued in the less tormented but still 
arduous styles of River Phoenix, Matt Dillon, Michael O'Keefe, and 
Michael J. Fox - stands as excess to the codes of narrative structure but as 
central, visual testament to bodily travail. 

Narrative, we are told by Hayden White in his discussion of historio
graphic writing, often presupposes the existence of a legal system against 
or "on behalf of which the typical agents of a narrative account militate" 
(White 1980, 13). For White, mindful of Hegel's observations regarding 
authority and law, this system takes modern embodiment in the state. But 
for the narratives we are considering, law first locates itself squarely 
within the family, and the issue facing the son is whether he will militate 
for or against the law of the father. Films like Rebel Without a Cause, East 
of Eden, Ordinary People, Back to the Future, Running on Empty, The 
Accused, and The Great Santini present the son at that pivotal moment 
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when he attempts to defer, decline, or disavow his own relation to and 
complicity with this law. How he can resolve the challenge to make him
self into a man (or an a-man) and yet not make himself a symptom of that 
male condition that plagues the father is what these films as narratives 
also seek to resolve. 

The stakes are revealed most graphically in a film that was at the center 
of film criticism in the 1970s, thanks in large part to a controversial analy
sis by Cahiers du Cinema, Young Mr. Lincoln. The Cahiers analysis 
attempts to clarify what the film already does to itself: crack open under 
the weight of its own ideological contradictions. Lincoln accepts the role 
of arbitrating Patriarch, the place of the father and the rule of law, to 
serve, through a natural harmony of interests, the ideal law of the mother 
(unity, harmony, wholeness - all those relational qualities previously 
identified as properties of the female) through the agency of the Father 
and, by doing so, to ground the State in the Law of the Family. But Lin
coln's move beyond hesitation to choice and authority, from son to Inquis
itor, is also his move beyond love and desire, his acceptance of physical 
and spiritual separation, as mediating agent, from those around him, 
including the family whose mother he represents. In doing so he becomes 
a symptom of the adult male condition which besets those who take the 
place of the Father: he becomes a monster, both castrating and castrated. 
As the Cahiers writers put it, John Ford "could only produce the Law as a 
pure prohibition of violence, whose result is only a permanent indictment 
of the castrating effects of its discourse" (Editors of Cahiers du Cinema 
1976,528).3 

Young Mr. Lincoln carries its narrative past the point where these other 
films conclude and, in so doing, compels Lincoln to betray the price of 
becoming that mediating figure of Law, Family, and the State whom his
tory remembers. A film like The Accused, on the other hand, opts to pre
serve a more idealized version of the son as neither man nor woman but 
torn by the need to choose one or the other. The figure I am referring to as 
the son here is not literally placed within his family setting. He is one of 
the fraternity boys who happens to have been at the bar when Sarah 
Tobias was raped, to have called the police after the event, and to be the 
best friend of his fraternity "brother," Bob, who joined in the rape. His 
name reflects his ambiguous placement within the sex-gender system: 
Kenneth Joyce. 

The dilemma Joyce faces is that of the young Abe Lincoln, to reveal the 
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truth in a court of law so that violence and the incitement to violence may 
suffer the castrating prohibition of the law. Joyce even more vividly than 
Lincoln is but an agent of this law, not its embodiment. He offers the testi
mony of an eyewitness, but the indictment of the onlookers who incited, 
solicited, and cheered on this violence falls to the prosecutor, played by 
Kelly McGillis. Ken Joyce suffers guilt but not those displacements and 
projections that mark the anxiety, fear, and panic of the male condition. 
He is not a man inasmuch as he refuses to enter into that violent and sym
bolic form of exchange based on the rape of a woman (and made an 
explicit extension of the sanctioned and also ritualized aggression that 
underlies the attraction of professional sport for its male spectators). 
Joyce is also not a woman inasmuch as he is never threatened with rape 
himself, and although given a soft, sensitive appearance (rounded face, 
gentle features, hair combed down over his forehead rather than stiffened 
and pushed up), he inhabits a male body which may be a source of shame 
but is also his hope for redemption (among other things, it allowed him to 
see what Sarah's female friend could not, the gang rape, so that his word 
and his witness can be the agent of ultimate truth and authority). As not
man and not-woman, Ken Joyce, much more than the austere and punish
ing figure of Kelly McGillis's prosecutor, holds out the hope for the rede
ployment of sex and gender in terms other than those of hierarchy and 
control. 

Like the mother, Mrs. Clay, in Young Mr. Lincoln, Sarah Tobias's own 
word bears the taint of self-interest and cannot be trusted; it remains for 
the male, Lincoln himself, or the guilty witness, Ken Joyce, to emerge as 
agent of the truth. The Accused leaves us squarely within the semiotic rec
tangle regarding women. There is little sense here of an alternative to the 
places marked out by patriarchy for the female figure. The appeal of these 
films may be far stronger for those of us drawn to the figure of the son 
than to those of us who see ourselves (mis)represented, again, in the 
women characters. In fact, the most truthful utterance from Sarah Tobias 
is the one we do not hear but that she is shown clearly attempting to 
make: a scream during the act of rape. The hands of her rapists hold the 
sound within her throat, containing it within her body. She cannot pre
vent or later describe the event authoritatively. As Kaja Silverman explains 
this process of invagination, Sarah is tucked into the folds of the fiction so 
that authority, meaning, and the process of enunciation itself can be 
aligned with the masculine. (When Ken Joyce tells his story of what hap-
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pened we not only hear what he has to say, we see and hear for the first 
time the events unfold in definitive flashback.) As Silverman writes, the 
denial of an authoritative voice for female characters 

permits the male subject to pose as the voice that constrains and orches
trates the feminine "performance" or "striptease," as enunciator rather than 
as himself an element of the enonce. [By projecting deficiency onto the 
female] the identification of the female voice with the female body thus 
returns us definitively to the scene of castration. (Silverman 1988, 62) 

A similar deficiency in the representation of women informs Sidney 
Lumet's intriguing film, Running on Empty, a film that in many ways con
tinues issues first posed in his Dog Day Afternoon. The family of Running 
on Empty is a fugitive one, always one step ahead of the FBI, living under 
assumed names, because the parents (Judd Hirsch and Christine Lahti) 
bombed a military research lab where a janitor was inadvertently blinded 
some fifteen or twenty years ago. But if neither the wife nor their son's 
first girlfriend seems to represent any sense of what women might be out
side the logic of a male imaginary, the son himself (River Phoenix) conveys 
that bipolar mix of qualities and attributes that mark him as both not-man 
and not-woman. 

Like Sarah Tobias, this outlaw son cannot utter the sound that would 
give fullest expression to his own place in society. For the bulk of the film 
we see him practicing music on a keyboard that makes no audible sound. 
His dilemma is whether to pursue his love of music (vs. the political 
speech of his leftist father) or forego any identity apart from his place as 
son. Judd Hirsch cannot bear the thought of Phoenix's independence, 
rationalized by his knowledge that if Phoenix goes to college (Juilliard), 
his real identity will be discovered and the family unit unavoidably shat
tered (the FBI will use surveillance, waiting for the parents to contact him). 
It is as though his own position as father in a family so totally dissociated 
from the "normal" forms of social support and personal identity requires 
that Phoenix continue, indefinitely, to represent the son as affirmation of 
the father. 

The film intensifies this crisis through the son's romantic involvement 
with a classmate at high school, the daughter of the school's music 
teacher, and through the mother's sacrificial efforts to secure him a place 
at Juilliard. The issue of choice between father-son-family and a life of his 
own comes to a conclusion when the FBI begins to move in. Will Phoenix 
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stay behind, above ground, stepping beyond the clandestine, incomplete 
world he has known his entire life? The decision, presented as his to make 
up until this point, suddenly becomes the father's. Phoenix prepares to flee 
with the parents and his younger brother only to be commanded to stay by 
the father. Neither the son nor the mother seems to have any final say in 
the matter. The last word is the father's, in keeping with the scenario for 
voice sketched out by Silverman. Choice is confronted but also deflected, 
allowing the son to move beyond his place inside the family without neces
sarily assuming the place of the father. A hope remains that somehow he 
can continue, beyond the last frame of the movie, to be both not-man and 
not-woman in some transcendent way. 

As far back as Rebel Without a Cause we had the image of the son mov
ing outside the family and yet not adopting the place of the father, holding 
out hope for some reconstitution of a sex-gender system whose alternative 
shape remains to be specified. And, equally far back, we have the unre
solved oscillation between the good and bad sons of the rebellious motor
cycle gang members and the virtuous, Hollywood-style Jesus of Kenneth 
Anger's Scorpio Rising. In The Great Santini, as in The Accused, close 
parallels are drawn between male camaraderie, sport, violence, and 
homophobia, with an added hint of how discipline, bluff, and bravado 
function to deny that lurking sense of deficiency that plagues the patriar
chal male. Ben, the son, takes a bemused, ironic view of his father's 
"toughness" even as he also bristles under his intimidating control. Ben 
must also make a choice: to prove he is a man (which, of course, sustains 
the presumption that he is not yet a man) in the terms his father establishes 
or in his own. 

His friendship with the son of the family'S black housekeeper, Tooma, 
provides the arena for choice when the local rednecks set out to "teach 
Tooma a lesson."4 Ben tries to help Tooma despite the direct command of 
his father not to, but like Ken Joyce, his intercession is incomplete. He 
arrives too late to prevent Tooma's murder or to apprehend the killer 
(Tooma's dogs provide the justice Ben doesn't); he has chosen, like Lin
coln, the ideal law of the family, but has not been made into its agent. He 
is able to remain suspended in a zone of indeterminacy, distinctly different 
from his father and yet not wholly different (neither man nor woman in 
terms of the subjectivities prescribed by patriarchy). 

The extreme case of suspended choice occurs in Back to the Future 
when Marty (Michael J. Fox) returns to the past to redesign his own 
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future by transforming his wimpy dad into an Ideal Father. This maneuver 
turns choice itself into a circular act of wish-fulfillment, eliminating the 
dilemma of Marty's present, unstable position as dutiful son and potential 
father by relieving him of the choice that would catapult him beyond the 
family in favor of a choice that allows him to idealize his oscillatory place 
within it. 

Fox serves as a transcendental mediator or reconciliator, like Lincoln, 
but without the burden of the monstrous consequences of taking up the 
Law since he can flee back to the future he has now rewritten. Driven by 
panic induced by a classmate's infatuation (it is his own mother who is 
attracted to him) and by the taunts of Biff, the high school bully, Marty 
arranges the mise-en-scene that will allow his father to make the choice of 
Patriarch rather than perpetual buffoon. Dad stops the threatened rape of 
his wife-to-be by castrating the upstart Biff with a devastating punch he 
did not know he had it in him to deliver. Having guaranteed marriage and 
male subjectivity for the son who will take the place of (his own) father, 
Marty can enjoy a momentary fillip - introducing rock 'n' roll to a 
stunned crowd of teenagers and an awed band of black musicians led by 
Chuck Berry's brother - before returning to a recast future he has con
trolled without being forced to abandon his own place as son. 

In general, these films pin their hopes to the son who is neither man nor 
woman, father nor patriarch. They set out to retrieve that lost object of 
which Silverman suggests Freud had an uncanny awareness when he 
spoke, projectively, of women bearing the mark of castration: male 
wholeness and independence in a world without difference, an impossible 
object to recover by a subject that constitutes itself through difference. But 
for the sex that makes things, this is not enough to prevent the attempt. 
The son, it seems, serves as the representation of that wish to be other 
than divided, to be on the "right" side of the semiotic rectangle (male) and 
yet not be the divided and deficient male whose condition requires denial, 
disavowal, and projection. 

The son must confront choice, but when the choices confronting him 
are the binary ones that underpin hierarchy and the perpetuation of the 
logical scandal that his potential is meant to overcome, choice must also 
be avoided, or suspended until the real contradiction in society that fuels 
imaginary, narrative resolutions is itself overcome. The son, as an ideal
ized figure of what the male body and male self-consciousness might be, 
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must be arrested and suspended, held in a state where choice, if made, 
lacks its full burden of consequences. 

One near-perfect solution lies outside the scope of this discussion 
directly: the television serial like "Ozzie and Harriet" where the son 
remains indefinitely held to a position of being neither man nor woman 
and being beset by choices that recur without resolving the oscillatory 
dynamic that the series is condemned to repeat. The one that recurs in the 
films discussed here is somewhat different. The wish to see the son repre
sent the male body that escapes the demands of patriarchy (a body that 
sustains the promise of oneness and unity, that represents he who does not 
choose when choice pits one against the other and requires the taking up 
of a monstrous Law) projects the desire for fulfillment onto the narrative 
itself. The narrative responds to an impossible demand in the only way it 
can. It agrees to commit the act that sustains hope and avoids conclusive 
gender assignments as long as it is not carried out by the son himself: the 
narrative cuts itself off and concludes with an impression of resolution 
that, like the impression of reality in cinema, stands in for and redeems 
that lost object of desire which is, as yet, unattainable by other means. 

Bill Nichols is professor and chair in the Cinema Department at San Francisco 
State University in San Francisco, California. 
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Notes and References 

I. The term is Adrienne Rich's (Rich 1980). Homosexuality, long a sign of 
deficiency and deviance, frequently associated with fascism as well as with impo
tence, has taken on far more positive and complex representations in cinema. We 
have passed beyond a first wave of works that present gay relationships as less 
problematic than the society that surrounds them to a second wave of films that 
treat the complexities and contradictions of gay relationships themselves as the 
natural terrain for a narrative, with little need to extol the virtues or explain the 
differences such relationships entail. 

2. Folbre argues that fatherhood is the only acceptable identity offered by 
patriarchy and that this leads to a symbolic dependence on women and children 
that helps secure the fulfillment of male obligations to the nuclear family. As the 
patriarchal family becomes less central to capitalism, male obligations to it lessen, 
but the lack of an acceptable identity only intensifies. Although Folbre does not 
specify alternative sources, they would seem to be the couple, work, or, most dire 
of all, nothing. 

3. Interestingly enough, this influential analysis is seldom cited today. The dif
ficulty of the writing style seems to have blurred the tensions between their assess
ment of the male as a figure of deficiency who can only embody authority at the 
price of castration and the equally influential essay by Laura Mulvey (1975) that 
grants to the male hero the power of a gaze that disavows any trace of castration 
through its voyeuristic, sadistic, or fetishistic regard for women. 

4. The overdetermined difference between Ben and Tooma - race, class, and 
Tooma's speech impediment - all work to disavow the obvious function of 
Tooma as love object: unlike River Phoenix, Michael O'Keefe has no girlfriend -
he takes his younger sister to the school prom with which the film concludes, but 
the stress on disparateness hides the homoerotic level of attraction between the 
two sons and the degree to which this passage from adolescence to manhood is so 
frequently achieved by means of the female body, at least in American films. An 
intriguing variation is the Australian feature, The Year My Voice Broke, where 
the central character, a teenage male in love with his long-time girlfriend, must 
watch, more helplessly than voyeuristically, as she plunges into a romance with 
the town rebel. This son, too, appears to hold out hope for an alternative concep
tion of masculinity, but there is also the strong hint of failure, especially in the 
suggestions that he may be repeating his own father's unconsummated romance 
with his girlfriend's mother. 
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The Role of Marriage in the 
Films of Yasujiro Ozu 

KATHE GEIST 

OF THE GROUP of Yasujiro Ozu's late films known as the "season 
cycle," because their titles refer to seasons, five end with marriages, one 
ends with a young woman announcing her intention to marry, and one 
ends with a married couple, estranged for most of the film, reaffirming 
their marriage vows. 1 Were Ozu a Western director, one might assume 
that his genre of choice was screwball comedy, but he was not, and mar
riage in his films has a more cosmic significance than it does in Western 
films, one suggested by the seasonal references in the film titles. 

In addition to seasonal references, Ozu's films are filled with other allu
sions to passing time (clocks), ephemerality (smoke and steam), and sim
ply passage from one place to another and by extension from one phase of 
life to another (bridges, trains, corridors, and alleyways).2 In the opening 
scene in Equinox Flower, Ozu specifically connects these elements to mar
riage. The film's first shot is Tokyo Central Station from the front fol
lowed by: a long shot of the station from the back; a close-up of one plat
form's time and destination signs as the numbers flip over to indicate that 
a train has just left; and a long shot of an unidentified wedding party send
ing off a bride and groom on their honeymoon. The scene ends with two 
station workers discussing the large number of brides they have seen that 
day. The following scene begins with a view down a long corridor, which 
a bride crosses on her way to her wedding reception. 

Ozu often connects trains, as symbols of passage, to marriage else
where as well. In Late Autumn, two girlfriends wave from the rooftop of 
their office building to a train carrying a third friend away on her honey
moon. In Tokyo Story, which is allied to the season cycle in form and con-

44 
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tent, the father tells the widowed daughter-in-law she should marry if she 
can; and subsequently Ozu repeats several shots of her returning to Tokyo 
on a train. After the young couple in Early Spring is reunited, the wife 
calls attention to a train disappearing in the distance. Similarly, would-be 
couples appear together on train platforms in Early Summer, End of Sum
mer, An Autumn Afternoon, and Ohayo, a late-period film with many 
similarities to those in the season cycle. 

Ozu's films deal with another, final life passage, namely death, and, 
surprising as it may seem to a Western mind, he often connects marriage 
and death. Again Equinox Flower makes the connection particularly 
explicit. During the wedding reception a priest is shown chanting, and his 
chant is heard over the scene up to the point when the protagonist, Hira
yama, is asked to make his go-between speech. Such chanting figures 
prominently in the funeral service in Tokyo Story and in the seven-year 
memorial service for the dead husband in Late Autumn. Normally the 
priest chants only during the ceremony, and the go-between makes his 
speech during the wedding reception, not the ceremony (Hendry I98I, 
I79-I80). Here Ozu has collapsed the ceremony and the reception 
together, probably to include the chanting and thus create a parallel to a 
funeral service. Later he underscores the connection when Hirayama tells 
his wife not to put away his formal clothes because he needs them the next 
day for a funeral. "Wedding one day, funeral the next," she says (so that 
we do not miss the point). Similarly at the end of Autumn Afternoon, the 
father enters a bar after his daughter's wedding and is asked if he has just 
come from a funeral. "Something like that," he replies. Late Autumn 
begins with the seven-year ceremony for the dead father and ends with the 
daughter's wedding, while in End of Summer the younger daughter con
fides her marriage plans during the father's funeral. 

The comparison between weddings and funerals is not merely a clever 
device on Ozu's part but is so fundamental a concept in Japanese culture 
that these ceremonies, as well as those surrounding births, have built-in 
similarities. Both new babies and corpses are dressed in pure white kimo
nos, and correspondingly a traditional bride wears a pure white kimono 
under the heavily embroidered outer robe. The symbolism indicates that 
she dies to her natal family - the wedding is like a funeral for that family 
- and is reborn into a new family. Falling between birth and death, mar
riage, for the Japanese, is "the vital link in the sequence, at once associated 
with the birth of the next generation and the death of the previous one" 
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(Hendry 1981, 235). The elegiac melancholy that Ozu evokes at the end of 
Late Spring, Late Autumn, and An Autumn Afternoon - all films in 
which a daughter leaves a single parent alone when she marries - arises 
only partly because the parents have been left alone; it arises also because 
the marriage of the younger generation inevitably reflects on the mortality 
of the older generation. 

In Ozu's Early Spring, marriage is portrayed less as a pivot between 
birth and death than as a counterforce to death - that which holds us 
together in a disappointing and fluctuating world. The story revolves 
around a couple, the Sugiyamas, whose marriage is disintegrating. A sala
ried man, the husband has an affair with a female office worker who com
mutes with him; his wife discovers the affair and leaves him, but in the end 
is reconciled to him. Many of the story events refer to disillusionment, old 
age, and death - but, uncharacteristically, the death of the young. The 
Sugiyamas' only child has died some years before the film opens, war bud
dies recall fallen comrades, and a young man from Sugiyama's company 
dies after a long illness. Two older men, one who has retired and opened a 
bar and one who still works for the company, discuss the disillusionment 
that lifelong service to a big company brings. As in his other films, Ozu 
makes many visual references to passages and passing time in the form of 
bridges, smoke, steam, empty corridors, and trains. At the end of the film, 
the husband is transferred to a small industrial outpost where tall smoke
stacks and the railway running past the factory are major motifs. His wife 
joins him there, and after explaining why she decided to come back to 
him, she points out a passing train. The next shots are their point of view 
of the train with a smokestack prominently in view, a two-shot of them 
standing and looking outside, a shot of them from behind, still looking 
out, a long shot of the smokestacks with the train disappearing in the 
background, and, finally, a medium shot of a single smokestack. Helpless 
against time's passing, they can at least help one another. 

While marriage for Ozu, placed in the context of the whole life cycle 
and surrounded by symbols of passage and transience, takes on a kind of 
cosmic inevitability, he nevertheless also concerns himself with the more 
mundane, less inevitable issue of happiness in marriage. Although in Early 
Spring and Late Spring Ozu makes it clear that happiness is not found but 
won, he nevertheless comes down firmly on the side of marriages of 
mutual inclination, love or ren'ai marriages, as opposed to arranged or 
miai marriages. His 1930S films, influenced by Hollywood, frequently 
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show dating couples. Where Are Now the Dreams of Youth? (1932) mocks 
arranged marriages, as does The Flavor of Green Tea Over Rice (1952), 

written in the farcical style of 1930S films like What Did the Lady Forget? 
(1937). Even socially unsuitable matches are sanctioned in Passing Fancy 
(1933) and A Story of Floating Weeds (1934). The mother in The Only Son 
(1937) is reconciled to her son's unbrokered marriage, and even in the very 
conservative, wartime There Was a Father (1942), the young couple, 
brought together by their fathers, have known and loved each other since 
childhood. In all of his postwar films, with the exception of Late Spring 
and An Autumn Afternoon, the heroines choose their own husbands, con
trary to the norms of Japanese society at that time (Hendry 1981, 29-30). 
In the most extreme case, the highly liberated Noriko in Early Summer 
brokers her own marriage by arranging with his mother to marry her 
next-door neighbor - without the man's knowledge! 

Kristin Thompson (1988, 319 ff.) and David Bordwell (1988, 307) have 
asserted that Late Spring is particularly reflective of Occupation, that is, 
liberated, American, values because although the young woman Noriko 
consents to an arranged marriage, her father does not force her. When the 
only thing close to an arranged marriage in a previous Ozu film is the cou
pling of Ryohei and Fumi in There Was a Father, Sobiya's gentleness in 
Late Spring hardly seems a persuasive argument for the timeliness of Ozu's 
politics in Late Spring. (The only Ozu parent who tries to force anything 
on his child is Hirayama [Shin Saburi] in the much later Equinox Flower.) 
In fact, in both Late Spring and An Autumn Afternoon, the heroines' 
resorting to miai marriages is viewed as unfortunate although not wholly 
tragic. 

In Late Spring the role of the young man Hattori as a groom manque 
has been largely ignored or misunderstood. We first meet Hattori in the 
film's third scene, where he helps Sobiya, a professor, with a translation. 
Later in the film, Hattori and Noriko bicycle by the ocean, appearing to 
be on a date. Hearing of the bicycle trip, Sobiya asks Noriko if she would 
not like to marry Hattori, and she informs him that Hattori is already 
engaged. The bicycle trip is therefore generally seen as a red herring since 
an entire scene is wasted on the "wrong man." Thompson (1988, 343) calls 
it "an inessential scene in the chain of major story events." On the con
trary, the scene is an important one. For one thing, Noriko warns Hattori 
in this scene that she is "the jealous type," a characteristic we are not likely 
to credit her with but on which the plot hinges. She reacts angrily to her 
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father's admission that he plans to remarry, and her jealousy goads her 
into her own miai marriage. In addition, the bicycling scene is the first of 
several that establish Hattori not as the wrong, but as the right man for 
Noriko. 

When her father suggests Hattori as a match, Noriko bursts out laugh
ing. The joke is on him and on us and is reprised toward the end of the 
film when Hattori brings his wedding picture to the Sobiya house. Not 
finding the family at home, he leaves it with the maid, who remarks to the 
gardener, "I thought he was going to marry Miss Noriko." This humor has 
a darker side, however, for Ozu makes it clear that Hattori should have 
married Noriko. She admits to her father that Hattori would make a good 
husband, and subsequent to the bicycle trip she meets him in a coffee 
shop, where he asks her to accompany him to a concert for which he has 
already purchased two tickets. Beginning to find their friendship awk
ward, she declines. He goes to the concert alone, placing his hat on the 
empty seat beside him. The camera holds on a close-up of the hat for 
about four seconds, then cuts to Noriko walking down the sidewalk alone 
and disconsolate. 

The man Noriko marries never appears in the film. Early on, however, 
the meter man comes to read Sobiya's meter, and Hattori helps him find a 
stool. Later Noriko tells her friend Aya that her miai suitor looks like the 
meter man (denkiyasan). Ironically although the meter man has appeared 
in the film, we've seen only part of his leg, not his face. Even there Hattori 
is favored over the groom's look-alike! As Sobiya's friend, Hattori is 
present during the wedding preparations, still standing in for the groom 
he will never be. (How much one should make of the fact that the film 
contains two shots of Tokyo's Hattori Building I am not prepared to say, 
but its repeated presence supports the idea of a subtext in which Hattori's 
importance is greater than a surface reading of the film would indicate.) 

Ozu is not simply teasing by always showing us the "wrong man." Hat
tori is the "right man"; that he and Noriko miss each other due to the 
rigidity of Japanese marriage customs is meant to be seen as lamentable. 
Ozu was less subtle in An Autumn Afternoon, where both young people 
express deep disappointment at having missed the opportunity to marry 
one another. 

In pre-Meiji Japan, marriages based on individual choice and mutual 
attraction prevailed among commoners, but after the Restoration, the 
samurai code spread downward and miai marriage became an almost uni-
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versal practice. Ren'ai, or love, marriage came to be seen as a Western 
import. Significantly, Hattori's association with Noriko is often accompa
nied by references to Western culture: the camera holds on a Coca-Cola 
sign on the beach during the bicycling trip. The couple's date in the coffee 
shop is preceded by the shop's Balboa Tea and Coffee sign, and the con
cert that Hattori attends is a Western orchestral concert. 

Although all of Ozu's late films reflect a synthesis between traditional 
Japanese and Western culture, Late Spring is the only one to set up so 
clear-cut a dialectic between them and, by extension, between ren'ai and 
miai marriage. In 1949 America was no longer offering alternative choices 
from the safety of a movie screen as in the 1930S; America was in Japan. 
More than Occupation values, the film reflects a desire to evaluate tradi
tional and modern, Japanese and Western values. Certainly, as Thompson 
claims, Aya, the divorcee, is a sympathetic character (Thompson 1988, 
321). But all of Ozu's characters are sympathetic. She is also slightly comic 
in her modernity, and it is suggested that her ren'ai marriage was not well 
considered and perhaps too hastily dispensed with. She is a cautionary fig
ure, the result of too much modernization. 

Hattori, who represents the unclaimed possibility of ren'ai, is asso
ciated with the West. Noriko's father and aunt, who arrange the omiai, 
are associated with traditional Japan: Noriko attends a tea ceremony with 
her aunt, goes to a Noh play with her father, visits well-known Kyoto 
shrines and temples with her father, while both father and aunt visit the 
Tsurugaoka Hachimangu shrine in Kamakura. 

These aspects of traditional culture are appealing enough, but the 
father's justification of marriage on traditional terms, while full of wis
dom, is rather grim. He not only states that one marries not for happiness 
but to keep human life going, but also confides that his own wife had a 
hard time adjusting to marriage and often wept in their early years. Con
trary to Thompson's (1988, 323) assertion that Sobiya's speech represents a 
new, liberated view of marriage - marital happiness through mutual com
promise is, after all, the subject of What Did the Lady Forget? - Sobiya's 
speech reflects traditional values in the sense that he comes back to the 
idea that occurs so often in Ozu, the inevitability of marriage as part of the 
life cycle. (That Sobiya is not concerned about his ie [Thompson 1988, 
322] is hardly surprising since for urban Japanese the ie is important only 
where significant amounts of property are at stake, as, for example, the 
brewery business in The End of Summer. ) 
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The film holds out the hope that Noriko may be able to synthesize miai 
and ren'ai, traditional and modern, for she appears charmed by her suitor, 
who plays basketball and mayor may not look like Gary Cooper. But in 
the end we are brought back to an awareness of the life cycle's relentless
ness, an awareness that has played a relatively small role in Western con
sciousness since the end of the Middle Ages. This relentlessness is pictured 
in the last shot, a reprise of the waves rolling steadily upon the beach. 
Prior to this we see Sobiya alone after the wedding; he sits peeling an 
apple, then slumps forward, an image of desolation and death. 

Despite this image, Thompson cheerfully suggests that Noriko has 
exaggerated Sobiya's dependence on her and will make out fine by himself 
(Thompson I988, 323). But how well Sobiya can hang up his coat and 
cook his rice is beside the point. Noriko's marriage renders conclusive 
what Sobiya has already told her in the Kyoto inn: he has reached the last 
phase in his life and has nothing to look forward to but death. 

Marriage for Ozu does not constitute a happy ending as it does in West
ern films, particularly the screwball comedy. Rather it is a station on the 
life cycle's journey. Although modern enough to assert unequivocally the 
importance of prior inclination toward and free choice of a marriage part
ner, Ozu is old-fashioned enough to insist that the train must stop at the 
proper time. Older widowed characters, such as Noriko's father in Late 
Spring, who contemplate remarriage never actually do it. Those who have 
already remarried, such as Sobiya's friend Onodera in Late Spring or 
Horie in An Autumn Afternoon, are treated somewhat comically, which 
indicates that for Ozu marriage is not good in itself but only as it contrib
utes to the cycle. For the young and middle-aged, the Sugiyamas in Early 
Spring, marriage may be a bulwark against death and disillusionment, but 
the widowers who take young brides seem to be trying to cheat death, and 
they are ridiculed. Even though Late Spring's Noriko finally admits that 
Onodera and his wife make a nice couple, her father's decision not to 
remarry indicates the truly admirable course of action in Ozu's view. 

That Ozu concerns himself exclusively with the marrying of young 
women in his late films also contributes to his vision of marriage as part of 
the life cycle. Young women leave home when they marry and, tradition
ally, are no longer part of their natal family. Consequently a daughter's 
marriage is far more disruptive to a family and demarcates more clearly 
the phases in the life cycle. The breakup of the family at the end of many 
Ozu films is often merely the result of the daughter leaving home to marry. 
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Thus the "disintegration of the Japanese-family" theme may be less of a 
sociological commentary than another way of illustrating the life cycle, 
the family unit suffering its own death by the end of the film. For Ozu, 
marriage, like birth and death, is painful, wrenching, and ends by redefin
ing life. 

Kathe Geist is the author of The Cinema of Wim Wenders: From Paris, France to 
"Paris, Texas" (UMI Research Press, 1987). Her articles on Ozu have appeared in 
Film Quarterly and Art Journal. 

Notes and References 

I. The films in this group are Late Spring (Banshun), 1949; Early Summer 
(Bakushu), 1951; Early Spring (Soshun), 1956; Equinox Flower (Higanbana), 
1958; Late Autumn (Akibiyori), 1960; The End of Summer (Kohayakawa-ke no 
aki), 1961; and An Autumn Afternoon (Samma no aji), 1962. 

2. David Bordwell (1988, 104) and Kristin Thompson (1988, 328, n. 13) have 
objected strenuously to the idea that Ozu uses symbols of anything in his films, 
but they base their objections on their own hermetical system of rules. Their first 
rule says that the use of symbols is "heavy-handed," therefore undesirable, there
fore impossible of Ozu. Yet a moth beating its life out against a light is as heavy
handed a symbol of dying as one could ask for, and such an image occurs right 
before the grandmother dies in Tokyo Story. 

Their second rule states that if some of a director's shots are symbols, all of 
them must be. As far as I know, Thompson and Bordwell are the only people who 
believe this; I certainly do not and have never made this claim about Ozu. The 
third rule assumes that critics who assign symbolic value to shots ipso facto 
ignore context because (rule four) if an image has meaning in one film, it must 
have the same meaning in every other film regardless of that film's director, pro
venance, theme, and so forth. I have not ignored context in ascribing to Ozu a 
rich web of symbolic and thematic patterning around the idea of life cycle. What 
clocks, bridges, trains, or corridors signify in other films depends on the system 
one discovers at work in those films and probably has nothing to do with the pat
terns working in Ozu's films. An exception is Wim Wenders's Lightning Over 
Water, a film about a man's death, where aerial shots of bridges and a Chinese 
junk, intercut at significant points in the film, definitely suggest passage. That 
Wenders identifies closely with Ozu may account for this similarity. 

Finally, Thompson and Bordwell see nothing more in the link between going 
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from one place to another in space (via a train or a corridor) and going from one 
place to another in time (marriage, death) than a play on the word passage. Yet if 
the most rudimentary familiarity with metaphor doesn't make this equation plau
sible, surely the Japanese notion of ma, which posits an equivalence between time 
and space, does. 
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Family, Education, and 
Postmodern Society: 
Yoshimitsu Morita's 

The Family Game 

KEIKO I. McDoNALD 

T HE 1950S WERE heady days for the Japanese cinema. An art form so 
closely tied to contemporary life could scarcely fail to register the dizzying 
pace of social and political change following the war and years of occupa
tion. Great masters like Yasujiro Ozu and Mikio Naruse returned to their 
favorite theme of the dissolution of family life, but with important differ
ences as new kinds of Japanese experience offered directors new avenues 
to explore. Younger men like Keisuke Kinoshita brought less conventional 
perspectives to established material. Thus his A Japanese Tragedy (Nihon 
no higeki, 1958) became a stern indictment of the awakening of ego mani
fested in postwar individualism powerful enough to open an unbridgeable 
chasm between mother and children. The mother's suicide, even so, seems 
a foregone conclusion. 

By the 1980s, the Japanese have learned to take great change in stride. 
Yet directors old and new continue to study Japanese family life with a 
persistence born of the age-old conviction that family matters in some par
amount way - though exactly how is anybody's postmodern guess nowa
days. As may be expected, their works in the 1980s run the gamut from 
simplistic approaches to complicated ones; from conventional treatments 
to some that are boldly experimental. Let me offer a few examples of this 
range before we settle down to study The Family Game. 

A director like Kohei Oguri gives his somewhat idealized view of family 
life the benefit of a step back a generation. Muddy River (Doro no kawa, 
1981) is set in the years of the Korean War, which he considers most rele
vant to his own experience. His nostalgic looking backward celebrates 
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traditional values of tightly knit family life poor in material goods yet rich 
in spirit and human affection. 

Yoji Yamada's series of films titled It's Tough To Be A Man (Otoko wa 
tsurai yo) exhibits the same values in a comic setting. Begun in 1969, these 
features starring the good-natured protagonist Tora reached thirty-six 
installments by 1985. No one can accuse the Shochiku Company of not 
knowing a good thing when they see it. Actually, studio policy in this area 
is fairly restrictive, reflecting a long-standing commitment to the shomin
geki genre of films depicting lower middle-class family life. Within these 
constraints, Yamada manages to affirm values of familiar solidarity still 
intact in contemporary Japan. Tora is a peddler, an antihero who falls in 
love with a beautiful new heroine in each episode only to find himself per
petually rejected. His family consists of a younger sister and her husband 
and child along with an aunt and an uncle, all living in downtown Tokyo. 
He is cast back on the bosom of his family when the given romance just 
does not work out. Here, family represents security that even the scape
grace vagabond can count on when the chips are down. 

Not so the hero of Mitsuo Yanagimachi's Farewell to the Land (Saraba 
itoshiki daichi, 1982). This young director presents a Japanese family in a 
state of total moral bankruptcy. Gone are all the relationships and values 
fostered by traditional Confucian virtues. One critic has observed that all 
the family moorings that should hold the hero Yukio in place "are torn 
apart by his compelling, if often incomprehensible, rage" (Malcolmson 

1983, IS)· 
We can be sure that family life is under siege when even gangsters lose 

control of their kith and kin. This happens in The Life of Hanako 
(Karyuin Hanako no shogai, 1982), directed by Hideo Gosha. The hero 
here is a yakuza boss whose authority is undermined by two rebellious 
daughters. It may be well to mention that the yakuza genre film has had 
less reason than many others to strain for effect, since it continues to do 
well at the box office in a decade of diminishing returns for the cinema 
industry as a whole. Gosha's film, like many before it, is set in the early 
Showa period (1926-1940), though he distinguishes himself with this 
dynamic portrayal of yakuza patriarchy on the decline. 

The more timeless dilemma of old age is revived in A Song about Flow
ers (Hana ichimonme, 1985) by a veteran director from Toei, Toshiya Ito. 
The same theme was treated by Shiro Toyoda in Twilight Years (Kokotsu 
no hito, 1973) in a familiar vein, since taking in an aged grandparent 
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presents ageless problems to the nuclear family. Ito, however, is less 
resigned in his approach, presenting a tragic ending more in tune with 
present-day doubts about the power of family to shield us from the hor
rors of final helplessness. 

After a twelve-year absence, Yoshishige Yoshida returned to directing 
with a similar theme in The Promise (Ningen no yakusoku, 1986). This is 
a powerful study of senile decay, and the anguish it engenders extends to 
two younger generations facing the terrifying dilemma of euthanasia. 

Given such full measure of anxiety about contemporary Japanese fam
ily life, it is a relief to encounter the rich vein of comic satire on the subject 
found in Yoshimitsu Morita's The Family Game (Kazoku gemu, 1983). 
Together with Yojiro Takita's 1988 slapstick satire, The Yen Family 
(Kimurake no hitobito), which concerns a Japanese suburban family dedi
cated to aggressive materialism, The Family Game represents the unique 
mode of approach to the family. Japan's prestigious journal Kinema 
jumpo voted it the best of the year - a film shot in just eighteen days by a 
thirty-three-year-old director making his fifth work for the commercial 
market. 

By virtue of its genre, satire requires targets. Morita takes aim at two in 
postwar Japan: affluent, middle-class nuclear family life in the city and 
nose-to-the-grindstone education systems generally. 

The Family Game takes its cues from ordinary life at home and at 
school, using sets and camera angles carefully arranged to produce carica
ture cartoon visions whose effect is laughably schematic and at the same 
time oddly expressive. This blend gains strength from the fact that family 
and education in postwar Japan developed a new and powerful interde
pendency. One anthropologist explains it this way: 

... despite the ideological overlay of the idealized ie that the Meiji Civil 
Code imposed throughout society, in urban areas at least the reality of fam
ily life very quickly approximated the nuclear family. The urban family was 
smaller, it lacked generational depth, and it tended not to be a unit of pro
duction. Lacking property or an occupation that could be passed on, con
cern over inheritance and succession was lessened, but attention to chil
dren's education became paramount since education provided the only 
means for a wage-earner to invest in his offspring's future. (Bester 1988,16) 

Elsewhere, the same commentator describes the tendency of the smaller 
modern family to intensify relations in new ways: 
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. . . one characteristic of nuclear family systems is that they heighten the 
emotional intensity of family life in part simply because each individual has 
fewer other family members with whom to interact. One consequence is 
that marital relationships become more fragile and divorce rates increase; 
another result where men work outside the home (especially true in Japan, 
where the "embrace" of the job is so complete) is that women's emotional 
lives become increasingly focused on their children and mother-child bonds 
become progressively closer. (Bester 1988,16-17) 

In order to pursue a satirical vein yielding a thought-provoking ending, 
Morita counts heavily on three powerful tools: rich icons of postmodern 
society; ciphering in the creation of his characters; and a parody of the clas
sical Western narrative formula. Significantly, as we shall see, The Family 
Game generates a rhetorical stance directly opposite to the one that we 
expect from satire. The definitive detachment of the mode is constantly 
undercut by direct emotional involvement of the viewer. Since the majority 
of Japan's theater-going audience is quite young, The Family Game 
addresses problems with a high recognition value in the 1980s. Like Mori
ta's earlier box-office success, Something Like Yoshiwara (No yo na mono, 
1981), this film puts the viewer within easy reach of individual characters 
instantly recognizable as present-day types in present-day situations. The 
satiric exaggerations never obscure that frame of reference. 

From the outset, The Family Game is rich in icons of postmodern soci
ety. Morita's case-history family, the Numata household, is nuclear with a 
vengeance, consisting of father, mother, and two teenage sons living an 
almost schematically rigid and confining life in an atmosphere of heart
less, high-tech get-aheadism. The opening scene shows them seated, all 
facing the camera, at a long, rectangular table. This piece of furniture 
could never yield the feeling of togetherness and intimacy of a more tradi
tional round or square one. Moreover, we see a family entirely absorbed 
in the business of eating. The sense that each is "incommunicado" is con
veyed through the appalling manners of father and younger son especially. 
Their slurping and chewing take the place of conversation on the sound 
track, echoing the younger son's remarks with which this scene has begun: 
"The noise is too much for me; it shakes the whole house." 

In a later scene, husband and wife are shown sitting side by side in the 
car resolutely facing straight ahead. Again, their almost comical rigidity 
speaks for lack of communication and affection. When Mrs. Numata 
begins to reminisce about their carefree honeymoon days, her unrespon
sive spouse shuts her up. 



FAMILY, EDUCATION, AND POSTMODERN SOCIETY 57 

The context of this family's life enlarges as we head for their apartment 
with the tutor, Yoshimoto. The camera surveys his route. A boat brings 
him across Tokyo Bay to a large middle-class apartment block (danchi) on 
reclaimed land out in the water. High-rises and industrial, artificial land
scapes define the environment, and the values, of this middle-class family. 

At one point, the elder son, Shinichi, visits a girlfriend's house and com
ments admiringly on the industrial vista spread out in sight of the win
dows. Moreover, the brothers' appreciation of nature is only through the 
posters of scenic wonders that adorn Shigeyuki's room. The boy himself is 
most often seen (by the camera) partly obscured by a huge model of a 
space-warp roller coaster. At school he plays on Astroturf. 

Throughout the film, these easily identifiable icons add up to an indict
ment of contemporary family life as foredoomed to fail, thanks to the 
"compartmentalization" and "ciphering" they include. We see this, for 
example, in the food server being wheeled from one person to another at 
the dreadful rectangular table, itself unmistakably analogous to assembly
line life in Japanese factories peopled by well-regimented automatons. 
Even the children's room is neatly divided by glass partitions. The effect is 
spanking clean, smart, abstract, and utterly heartless. Such a room is no 
more convincingly lived-in than a trade-show exhibit or model home 
module. Even an everyday apartment in a modern high-rise would offer 
more in the way of comfort and humane clutter. 

The tutor looking for the Numata household is led a know-nothing 
chase by neighbors who clearly know one another only as apartment unit 
numbers, not actual people. In an interview, Morita has said that he delib
erately made use of ciphers in creating his characters (quoted in Nagabe 
1985,23). Thus the encyclopedia of flora is a cipher of the tutor. The car
ton of soybean milk is the father, as the hobby leatherwork she does is the 
mother. This is civilization defined by its artifacts, not by its discontents. 
The eldest son, Shinichi, seems unnaturally defined by his telescope and 
cards for solitaire. His brother, Shigeyuki, is "indexed" by the space
warp toy. 

Given so many cartoon caricature cues about the impersonal, high-tech 
society surrounding the Numatas, we are anything but surprised to see 
them "realize" the title of this film by playing a game which Donald Richie 
defines as "an enactment the members agree to go through with, a set-up 
filled with tricks and dodges, a kind of gamble the results of which are not 
serious" (Richie 1988, 26). In this case, "not serious" refers us to the kind 
of world in which real choice is conspicuously absent. The very idea of 
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being true to oneself is dismissed as wish-washy fantasy in this "real 
world" of competitive drives and goals demanding absolute conformity to 
type. 

Morita makes savage fun of role-playing throughout. Each member of 
the Numata family is forced to enact a "model" role as it is understood in 
this world of hard-edged absolutes. Mr. Numata is your typical manage
ment-level white-collar workaholic. Next to his own success he rates his 
son's. Absolutely required is first-rate high school followed by ditto col
lege. This recipe for success must be guaranteed by hiring just the right 
tutor, who is given incentives in the form of a bonus for improved exam 
scores in each subject. 

The pace of Mr. Numata's work life is shown through his domestic life. 
His wife begs him to come home earlier once in a while at least, but of 
course, working after hours is de rigueur for the competitive executive. 
What connubial talk there is, is all business. Significantly enough, the 
venue for confidential talk is not the traditional marriage bed, but the 
family car. All of Mr. Numata's escape mechanisms are comically infantile 
and confining. Relaxing at home, he soaks in a tiny tile tub, sucking his 
soybean milk from a toy-size carton. He is even a confirmed sucker of eggs 
easy, sunny-side up, berating his wife if her timing is off enough to spoil 
his slurpy fun. One does not have to be much of an amateur psychologist 
to see the ready-made formula here: hard-driving executive sublimating 
desire for escape into infantile dependency. 

Mrs. Numata, of course, is expected to function as wife, housewife, 
and mother in charge of whiz-kid educational outcomes in this ideal 
nuclear family living on the hard competitive edge. She is notably ineffec
tive in all her roles. (Perhaps Morita meant to underscore a point by cast
ing the thirty-five-year-old Yuki Sayuri as mother of fifteen- and sixteen
year-old sons.) Her very appearance is that of a mannequin. Certainly she 
shows no signs of being the "kyoiku mamma" fanatically dedicated to 
schooling. Aggressive decision making is not her strong suit. Asked by 
Shigeyuki's teacher which high school he should attend, she reaches for a 
name and ends up suggesting a second-rate one. Corrected by her husband 
later, she cannot bring herself to tell the teacher that the family has made 
another choice. She delegates the tutor to do this for her. 

The younger son takes full advantage of his mother's fecklessness. He 
gets out of going to class by playing sick. In any case, her interest in his 
tutorial sessions is limited to serving refreshments. She even falters there 
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when his grades improve. She seems entirely unable to relate to her chil
dren, being too shallow and conventional. When the younger son asks a 
question about menstruation, she cuts him off by saying: "Stop talking 
nonsense." 

There is an odd moment of togetherness with the elder boy, Shinichi. 
Mrs. Numata is listening to My Fair Lady. The song "I Could Have 
Danced All Night" reminds her of the happy moment when she and her 
husband were engaged and saw the film together. Naturally, the son does 
not know old-timers like Audrey Hepburn, so the moment passes into the 
mainstream of indifferent family feeling. It is interesting to note that the 
sound track does not pick up the actual music of My Fair Lady. This 
seems a good enough index of failed communication - even when the stu
dious critic knows that Morita has admitted to saving money on the copy
right this way! 

Her family being such cold fish, one might expect Mrs. Numata to wel
come a female friend when one appears. A neighbor lady tries her best and 
is even invited in on one occasion. But she refuses to sit "in a row." For the 
first time, we see the Numata table line-up broken as the women sit oppo
site one another. The woman says that Mrs. Numata is in fact the only 
person in the building who has spoken to her, even casually. But a nod
ding acquaintance is all that ever develops. Mrs. Numata is too involved 
in the family game to have time for her neighbor's pressing problems -
among them a crowded apartment shared with an ailing father-in-law 
whose prospective coffin, it is feared, may not fit in their building's small 
elevator. 

Mrs. Numata prefers her hobby of tooling leather to any friendly inti
macy. We see how immune she is to fellow feeling: a thoroughly postmod
ern mother not bothered at all by the alienation and emptiness of her life. 

Shinichi, meantime, is the model elder son, having made it into the best 
high school, one step closer to that "best" university. The camera returns 
again and again to his telescope and games of solitaire. Clearly, this home, 
like his school, is so dedicated to competitive discipline that the boy seeks 
solace in the silent dialogue of cards and in nature in its remote, astronom
ical aspects. One might say that his world of featureless concrete high
rises built on the rubble of reclaimed land leaves him anxious to escape to 
the last frontier of nature as yet unravaged by man. His chances of com
muning with nature, even so, seem in doubt at the end of the film with its 
image of helicopter fly-by, complete with whumping roar. 
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Yet Shinichi does not attempt to rebel against his role as model elder 
brother. He comes home to find kid brother comfortably ensconced with 
the tutor. The camera studies his reaction carefully, registering the older 
boy's longing for companionship. Inevitably, he seeks balance through a 
girlfriend. He quickly learns to play the truant. 

Shinichi finds little joy in this release, however. A close-up of his note
book shows that studies are going poorly. The camera takes note of him at 
a karate club exhibition, with members in uniform engaged in regimented 
practice. Shinichi crosses the background, alone in casual clothes. He is 
even shot out of focus, as if to reinforce our sense of his solitary aloofness 
at school as at home. The following shot underscores this impression, 
coming to rest on an empty field and a bus. 

That same shot also serves to mark a transition from delinquent back to 
model student. The camera cuts to a karate practice room (dojo) with club 
members clattering in the foreground. A gliding search singles out Shinichi 
in the background. For the first time we see him seated ceremoniously 
in front of the national flag. He has joined the club. This brings him 
full circle: the model student now belongs to the rigorously regimented 
elite. His future lies before him, mapped out precisely. Whether or not 
he will find the kind of camaraderie he desires is left open to question by 
Morita. 

A similar transformation in the younger son takes center stage in what 
amounts to a parody version of the classical Western picture formula. 
Films like Shane, Dodge City, and Duel in the Sun feature a hero "who is 
somewhat estranged from a social group, but on whose ability rests the 
fate of that social group" (Wright 1976, 40). Shigeyuki's tutor, Yoshimoto, 
is that hero in this case. He is the stranger from out of town who plays his 
own game and gets the job done. He rescues the Numata family from the 
social and material disaster of having an unsuccessful son. 

Morita makes clear use of a wilderness/ civilization scheme of polarities 
to build this mock-Western pattern. The name Numata, incidentally, 
means a swampy field, or marsh, surely the locus classicus for giving civi
lization its head start in soft and mushy ground. Modern developers 
understand these basics well, as witness the landfill miracle in Tokyo Bay. 
The opening sequence shows Yoshimoto arriving from the sea. As he 
approaches this man-made island, a shot of him standing in the small boat 
takes in the natural landscape behind. He asks for the Numatas by name, 
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with little luck, since residents of this area know one another only by 
apartment number. 

Clearly, this stranger is out of place in this hub of the impersonal, com
petitive postmodern society. As it turns out, Yoshimoto is a clear instance 
of limited intellect, an undergraduate of a third-rate university still unable 
to graduate. He is obviously denied access to the material success and 
social status enjoyed by his pupil's father. His limitations are comically 
apparent at the outset when he and Shinichi sit down to a standard text 
for classical Japanese at the high-school level. Yoshimoto's progress 
through the opening passage of The Narrow Road of Oku (Oku no 
hosomichi) cannot fail to raise laughter from survivors of high-school 
classical Japanese. 

Yet Yoshimoto's limitations are powerfully balanced by gifts this high
tech civilization has left behind. He combines genuine human warmth 
with old-fashioned physical discipline. He goes along with the family pen
chant for sitting side by side - a conformation expressive of their want of 
intimacy. Yet when Yoshimoto comes on the scene, he kisses his pupil on 
the cheek, sits close, and whispers in the boy's ear as an affectionate father 
might. 

Morita himself has commented on this whispering as a deliberate effect. 
It is an apt device to convey that the tutor's wisdom is creating a "world of 
the two" for himself and the boy. As we see in the film, their course of 
study is a school of hard knocks, quite literally: but when time comes for 
the exam, we see Yoshimoto giving his pupil a ride piggyback as students 
gather outside the high school they hope to attend. 

Morita provides clue after clue to Yoshimoto's identity as a back-to
nature hero. He is seldom without his floral encyclopedia. Teaching natu
ral science, he shows how to make fire. And he knows how to deliver the 
physical discipline. The camera captures Shigeyuki's surprised face with a 
bloody nose in close-up when he is first hit. 

This is not brutality so much as injury with understanding. Yoshimoto 
sees how Mrs. Numata's mollycoddling approach has not done the job. 
The bloody nose becomes badge of honor and success. Yoshimoto teaches 
Shigeyuki how to take up for himself at school, where he has been bullied. 
We see him deliver the bloody nose there. And in a late scene, after the 
exam scores have improved, Shigeyuki jokes about not wanting to see his 
own bloody nose again. 
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Though the immediate goal is passed, we see quite plainly what a future 
of unrelenting study awaits the student who seeks entrance into college. 
On his first day with Yoshimoto we see Shigeyuki ordered to copy out the 
kanji letters he is not sure of. He rebels, repeating two letters signifying 
yugure, "dusk." A series of close-ups views the evidence: literally thou
sands of letters filling page after page. The image itself will carry weight 
with all who remember the long drawn-out purgatory of cramming and 
memorizing that awaits the aspiring high school student. 

A more concrete image is the space-warp toy featured in Shigeyuki's 
room. It is the perfect construct of the life mapped out for him. He must 
not be "derailed." All must go swiftly, smoothly along the given, if peril
ously "warped," course from elite schooling to college to status and secu
rity in the workplace. Just as the space-warp ball returns to its terminal 
only to start up again, the endless circle of fierce competitiveness must be 
pursued without letup. 

Without a tutor like Yoshimoto, a student might well fail to "win the 
game." Morita shows how this works outside the home in the academic 
context. A teacher returns exams to students, beginning with the lowest 
score. It is a girl, who covers her head with a paper bag. Several more bot
tom-ranking names are called as exams are tossed out the window. A 
high-angle long shot takes note of several male students retrieving them 
from the Astroturf of the playground. Oddly enough, they betray no signs 
of emotion at having failed at the game. In fact, we suspect that they 
accept their failure with a kind of relish. 

Shigeyuki's teacher exemplifies the cold, impersonal world of the edu
cation system. Like Shigeyuki's father at home, he is a creature of rules 
and regulations, a stranger to kindness and imagination. Nothing could 
be farther removed from the benevolent father / mentor figure who might 
otherwise be in charge of a young person's future. 

Some students, of course, rebel against this mechanical system of 
future-by-scorecard education. One of Shigeyuki's classmates escapes into 
fantasy-world drawings of trees - close contact with nature being denied 
these children of the high-tech world. Shigeyuki himself seems to play the 
role of underachieving younger brother without overt emotion. Yet as he 
toys with his ballpoint in class, the camera plays a blow-up trick which 
makes the point take on a fearsome hypodermic sharpness. 

Yet thanks to his tutor, Shigeyuki learns to cope more actively with his 
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unkind fate. During his fight with the bullying Tsuchiya, the camera 
remains notably detached, letting the environment dominate the small 
combatants. Ironically they fight on honest ground - the dirt of a vacant 
lot, not the Astroturf of the playground. We sense, even so, that this land 
will soon enough fall prey to the city's building boom, as a bus running 
nearby suggests, and that these fighting boys are engaged in man-to-man 
combat nothing at all like a childhood game. 

Shigeyuki's story also encompasses a sad little tale of childhood friend
ship spoiled by the fierce competitive drive nurtured in youths destined for 
elite schools. The bully he fights was Shigeyuki's best friend when they 
were small. By the time they reach high-school age, rivalry has made them 
deadly enemies. Tsuchiya is the more aggressive and apparently much 
more worldly wise: seeking to distract his rival at examination time, he 
sends Shigeyuki a bundle of x-rated magazines. 

Morita's gift for sentimental shots is used to sketch the history of this 
lost friendship. As Shinichi explains it to the tutor in the house, a series of 
crosscuts alternates between Numata's repellently impersonal apartment 
and a landscape along a river bathed in the reflections of a beautiful sun
set. The tiny figures of Shigeyuki and Tsuchiya stroll into this harmonious 
vista and blend with it as Shinichi's voice-over continues to describe the 
reasons for their rift. This scene is charged with sentimental overtones - a 
sense of nostalgia and of loss and rue for what might have been. 

Thanks to Yoshimoto's tutelage, Shigeyuki emerges as a successful stu
dent, yet victory in the educational "game" does not mean capitulation on 
the part of this outsider. The final sequence of the film ironically affirms 
the syntactic functions shared with the classical Western narrative: The 
hero has been accepted by the social group but leaves that society. 

Here the leave-taking is parodied by a farcical upset at the dinner cele
brating Shigeyuki's success in the entrance exam. The tutor lashes out at 
the father and in the ensuing commotion sweeps away an expensive meal 
in what becomes a general free-for-all. 

Asked to explain this episode, Morita has said that the idea just sud
denly hit him, that's all. Yet the critic, always rubbernecking for an 
answer, sees an internal consistency in this scene. Yoshimoto represents a 
hero plainly suggestive of Thoreau's famous dictum that "In wildness is 
the preservation of the world." His disorderly conduct at the dinner 
spreads to the others, who for once in this brief melee allow their pent-up 
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emotions to escape the rigidly compartmentalized limits of their postmod
ern society. In brief, they all yearn for return to childhood and briefly act 
childish according to that wish. 

Ironically, this farcical interlude works to bring the family together in a 
new way. They all end up on the floor, having left the rectangular table 
where so often we have seen them seated in a row. At the close of this 
scene we see them working together to clean up the mess. For the first time 
we perceive a significant small moment of physical intimacy as father and 
son touch hands reaching for the same beer bottle. 

That charm is soon broken, however, as the camera cuts to the sunset 
over Tokyo Bay and Yoshimoto, like a departing gunslinger, turning his 
back on it and the surrounding high-rises in a mirror image of his arrival 
on the scene. 

As mentioned before, Morita's mode of representation is highly satirical 
and cartoon-like throughout in this film. Some critics claim that this the
matic orientation, along with the extremely complex and stylized cinema
tography, creates a distancing "reminiscent of the Brechtian alienation 
effect" (Verfremdungeseffekt) (Richie 1988, 29). However, for those like 
myself, who have endured the punishing regime of the Japanese educa
tional system, The Family Game evokes a rather ambivalent rhetorical 
stance. Call it emotional involvement combined with intellectual detach
ment - yielding a state of vacillation between the two. 

To begin with, Morita deliberately presents dramatic actions at a "tech
nical distance." The Numata household itself suggests a model home dis
play. In its confines, the characters do more role-playing than real "live" 
living. Mrs. Numata is more mannequin than mom. Even the children 
lack spontaneity. Shinichi and his girlfriend together seem oddly un sexed 
and remote from emotional involvement. 

It is interesting, too, that Morita carefully avoids reverse-field set-ups. 
His characters are most often presented frontally, as they might appear to 
the audience in a theater. Scenes of emotional climax - like the one of the 
two boys fighting in the field - are seen from far away. Even the beauti
fully sentimental long shots of Shigeyuki and his pal T suchiya walking by 
the river are insistently artificial. The boys are in harmony with the scene, 
yet unmistakably detached, as if walking in front of a stage set or a huge 
landscape painting. 

Even so, these theatrical artificialities are strongly counterbalanced by 
the universal emotional appeal of the characters, as one critic observes: 
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"The basic distinction between the inside and outside view, then, is 
whether our attention is directed most strongly towards singularizing 
attributes or the universalizing problems of a character" (Cadbury 1963, 
509). Their farcical or deadpan behavior is always clearly attached to a 
point of satire that the Japanese audience can readily identify. Morita's 
critical jabs at family and educational systems provide ample reminders of 
the lack of warmth, individuality, and comradeship at home and work 
and school, so the evidence mounts in favor of empathy for his characters, 
however idiosyncratic their behavior. As a result, the film proceeds by 
way of constantly changing inside/ outside views of the matter. 

Perhaps the strongest evidence of this complex rhetorical oscillation 
between emotional and intellectual responses comes in the unpredictable, 
perplexing conclusion of the film. 

Morita prepares us for it with some carefully worked intermediate 
spaces for a three-stage transition. The first shot takes in the huge indus
trial complex near the Numatas' apartment complex. A second shot stud
ies two huge oil tanks rising above the industrial scene, as if in answer to 

apartment buildings as upwardly featureless in the human sense. The 
third shot takes note of a motorboat crossing the bay. The tutor's arrival 
and departure in such a small boat inevitably brings him to mind. 
Thoughts of him, and these other familiar sites reviewed, inevitably move 
the viewer to complex reconsiderations of the matter at hand. 

Oddly enough, the negative resonances here do not yield a feeling of 
unrelieved melancholy. They are introduced just after we see Shinichi give 
in and become a mere cog in the educational system. The first two shots 
echo his earlier remark (in his girlfriend's room) on the beauty of the 
industrial landscape in the view from the windows. Morita's camera even 
endows the scene with a picture-postcard appeal, so that we are eased per
haps more gracefully into accepting this boy's conformity, his "realistic" 
acceptance of the life that lies before him. What then of Yoshimoto, who 
has vanished from the scene, having helped Shigeyuki on his way to 
becoming yet another cog in the wheel? We can only watch the motorboat 
speed away empty and wonder how the Numatas will fare without his 
touch of "wilderness" in their lives. 

As might be expected, the motorboat yields to a cut to the Numatas' 
apartment. The final scene consists of only two shots, the second being a 
long take of almost five minutes. 

First we are introduced to a peaceful domestic scene. The time of day is 
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unclear, but Mrs. Numata sits alone with a piece of hobby leatherwork. 
She taps her shoulder with the little hammer, absentmindedly, possibly 
out of boredom. A helicopter's whumping roar outside invades the room, 
drowning out the hammer's gentle strokes, breaking the woman's reverie. 

Framing her, the next long shot follows her motions around the house. 
She opens the door to the children's room and asks if they want an after
noon snack. Both lie sleeping. So far so good. This final scene seems reas
suringly like our own everyday life in the city. We begin to feel more at 
ease with the Numatas and their life. Our intellectual resistance to its limi
tations yields to a feeling of affinity which Morita has prepared us for with 
medium and medium-long shots establishing us as invited guests, as it 
were, in this house. 

Then Mrs. Numata opens a window. The helicopter's noise roars in 
that much louder, and with it somehow a revived sense of detachment and 
critical scrutiny. She returns to her leatherwork, only to lean forward on 
the table and fall asleep. The camera backtracks to a long shot, then 
moves slowly around the kitchen, panning along the table. Our final 
glimpse of the Numata household consists of the mother asleep on the 
half-bare rectangular table stretching away screen right. The helicopter 
noise swells nearer, louder. 

What are we to make of this, the helicopter especially? We feel our curi
osity aroused and a vague sense of unease. Is this just a reprise reminiscent 
of the opening scene of the family glurping and slurping at the dinner 
table? Then Shinichi did say: "Everyday the noise is too much for us." Or 
is this a hovering, satirical reference to noise pollution? Another meta
phor, this time loud and clear, for the drowning out of human communi
cation? That was a major concern at the outset of the film, and the likely 
success of the Numata children in this world seems unlikely to change it 
much for the better. Interestingly enough, scraps of dialogue from major 
scenes in the film are given in voice-over here, as if to offer a quick recap 
of the narrative; but then the sound of the "chopper" quite literally takes 
the dialogue to pieces, reducing speech - that most human dimension of 
all - to a helicopter roar. 

If that interpretation seems too easy, even cozy, one might think of the 
helicopter as a poignant counterpoint to the space-warp toy roller coaster. 
Our last glimpse of it was just before Shigeyuki's entrance examination. 
This mere toy is given foreground magnitude all out of proportion to its 
real size, so that tutor and pupil are blocked off behind it. A cut shows 
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Yoshimoto behind it, playing its game. Yet another cut returns the toy to 
the wall. We are left with the sound of the ball speeding along the rails, as 
if to suggest a warped and empty velocity analogous to the vacuous, 
impersonal world in which Shigeyuki must play his "winning" game. 

A Japanese audience will also inevitably associate the helicopter with 
Japan's Self-Defense Forces. Many there will also think of the Vietnam 
War and the Tokyo University shaken by a radical student takeover of 
Yasuda Auditorium (Kawamoto 1985, 56). 

Certainly this noisy piece of high-tech equipment hovering so near 
reminds us that the caricature makes fun of a game that is played for real. 
Those children asleep in their room are being fitted out for a kind of war 
in which even the fittest survive after a fashion that troubles us deeply. 
Thus, at the end of The Family Game, the temptation to lapse into easy 
fellow-feeling is withdrawn as we are stirred awake by intellectual alert
ness. Morita's cartoon comic book falls from our hands as we laugh 
uneasily, looking out again at a world of somber realities. 

Keiko I. McDonald is associate professor of Japanese literature and cinema at the 
University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Her books include 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 Theater in Films, to be published by Fairleigh Dickinson University 
Press. 
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Was Tolstoy Right? 
Family Life and the 
Philippine Cinema 

ROBERT SILBERMAN 

TOLSTOY BEGINS Anna Karenina with one of the most famous open
ing lines in literature, proclaiming that all happy families are alike, and 
every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. This observation is so 
general as to be all but untestable; like a Rochefoucauld maxim, it could 
perhaps be reversed and sound equally convincing. Yet as stated, Tolstoy's 
comment is more than a provocative opening move, a teasing bit of wis
dom that immediately establishes an authorial voice and a philosophical 
attitude toward the social world that will be tested in the novel to follow. 
It also suggests, if only implicitly, an entire theory of the novel, of narra
tive, and in particular of family melodrama, by in effect arguing that all 
happy families have the same story, while all unhappy families have differ
ent stories. The idea that domestic harmony is not the most compelling 
subject for narrative is not surprising: if we look at the Filipino cinema, or 
for that matter the American and European cinemas, the truth of Tolstoy's 
statement is apparent. As a rule, happiness does not make for good 
drama, for where there is happiness there is no conflict: Dante's Inferno is 
much juicier than his Paradiso, though as Stanley Fish (1971) has taught us 
through his reading of Milton, to make such a statement is to reveal one's 
fallen state. Hollywood's proverbial happy endings mark the end of the 
narratives precisely because happiness usually brings dullness, at least cin
ematically speaking. 

In the Philippines, unfortunately, there would seem to be no shortage of 
material for drama. Whether, and how, that material finds its way into the 
cinema is another matter altogether. 1 In the American cinema there are 
genres in which the family is notably absent, or pushed to the margins, 
such as the western or the gangster movie; one need only consider Shane, 
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where the attempt to replace the dance hall girl and the schoolteacher with 
a wife gives the whole narrative a twist, or The Godfather, where the wife 
winds up excluded from the men's "business," that is, the main business, 
crime, to realize that women and family are secondary. In other genres, 
however, notably the family melodrama or, if we include television, the 
situation comedy, the family plays a central role. A family can provide 
focus to a narrative, whether it is an epic tale of war, such as The Birth of 
a Nation, or a comic look at upper-middle-class black life, such as the 
Cosby Show. 

In much the same way, in recent Philippine history the number one nar
rative of supposed happiness, and then unhappiness, has been the story of 
Imelda and Ferdinand Marcos, a real-life drama taken off the air with 
only occasional reports from New York and Hawaii until the news of the 
ex-dictator's death. The Marcos "show" has been replaced by a new fam
ily drama, the drama of Cory Aquino, her late husband, and their children 
(see Japitana 1986). These are family dramas about the life-styles of the 
rich and famous (or infamous), or of the politically powerful. Such dra
mas "personalize" politics, countering the fear that politics may not be a 
personal matter at all, but rather primarily a matter of classes or groups, 
of faceless power elites, of those in control and those who are controlled. 

The Philippine cinema has, of course, had its share of traditional histor
ical dramas telling the story of the Philippines as a family saga, the most 
notable recent example being Peque Gallaga's Oro, Plata, Mata. There 
have also been avant-garde subversions of traditional approaches to Phil
ippine society and the Philippine family, as in Nick Deocampo's Oliver, 
the story of a female impersonator who supports an extended family 
through his performances and "dating." Ishmael Bernal makes upper-class 
families the objects of satire, while Lino Brocka's films, for example, 
Bayan Ko, use the disintegration of more impoverished families to indi
cate the forces at play in the society as a whole, and to indict a social and 
political system that wreaks its vengeance upon the family. What is bad 
for real-life families is good for narrative and good for Brocka's cinema, 
both because tragic circumstances produce drama and because family dra
mas appear psychologically accessible since the family is a seemingly uni
versal structure that all viewers can understand. Questioned about his use 
of sentimental materfamilias figures in his movies, John Ford is supposed 
to have said, "Everybody's got a mother." In Ford's Wings of Eagles, Spig 
Wead says, "If it ain't family, it's nothing." Of course, in that film, as in 
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many other Ford films such as The Grapes of Wrath and How Green Was 
My Valley, the problem was precisely that: the family breaking up, leav
ing nothing. 

In the new Philippine constitution - written by a committee on which 
Brocka served, until he resigned in protest - there is a plank on the family. 
Article VI, Section 1 proclaims, "The State recognizes the Filipino Family 
as the foundation of the nation." Subsequent sections uphold marriage as 
an inviolable social institution and the foundation of the family, protected 
by the state; the right of children to assistance; the right of the family to a 
family living wage and income; the family's duty to care for its elderly 
members.2 The absence of such pronouncements in other constitutions 
presumably does not mean families are not as important elsewhere. Yet in 
Philippine society, as in contemporary American society, where the "tradi
tional values" identified with a particular vision of the nuclear family have 
become a major issue, the idea of the family is important as an article of 
faith. Thus in the United States the recent farm film cycle (Country, The 
River, Places in the Heart) has been a family film cycle, a set of attempts at 
indicating the changing circumstances in the nation by showing the chang
ing circumstances, so to speak, in the country, and using the fate of indi
vidual families as the main focus. (That Places in the Heart is set during 
the Depression does not make it any the less a film about the present, 
about its needs and concerns if not its exact circumstances.) 

In the Philippines, the lay of the cinematic landscape is obviously quite 
different from that in the United States. Still, if there is one kind of activity 
devoted to the family it is undeniably the melodrama. Yet "everybody has 
a mother," and so the family appears in other kinds of films as well, often 
in revealing and important ways. Kidlat Tahimik is by no means a main
stream Philippine filmmaker; in fact, his films are perhaps better known 
abroad than at home. Yet if he is not the prototypical Philippine filmmak
er - who is? - in their own way his films remain a significant guide to 
some basic concerns of Philippine society, including the family. In all his 
films, and especially Turumba (1983), the family plays a central role. His 
films at times are home movies, with Tahimik, his wife, and his sons tak
ing part. But more than that, in his fanciful, satirical narratives, the state 
of the family becomes a guide to both the ideal human relations possible, 
an idealized state, and, inevitably, a sensitive indicator of the difficulties 
besetting both individuals and groups in Philippine society and, more 
broadly, the Third World. 3 Thus The Perfumed Nightmare (1977) con-
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cludes with Tahimik's mother - his film mother - lowering the bamboo 
window covering in her home. It is an image of the ties binding the protag
onist to his native land, a sign of his determination to return home again 
from Europe, and a conclusion to the concern throughout the narrative 
with the tradition of bamboo construction and native traditions, as repre
sented by Tahimik's surrogate father, the bamboo craftsman, Kaya. The 
Kidlat character's film father has died by the time of the main action of the 
film, a victim of the Americans. Thus the state of the family embodies 
both a historical and political situation and a set of unresolved personal 
relationships. The main character's infatuation with America and his deci
sion, as head of the Werner Von Braun Fan Club, to go abroad in the hope 
of eventually going to Cape Canaveral, is the acting out of his choice of a 
false father - a mistake corrected in his return home at the end of the film. 

In Turumba, the opposition between traditional life and the siren call of 
the First World is once again central. This time, however, the drama is 
played out not so much in the adventures of a single character, but in the 
fate of an entire family, a family whose main characters are a father, an 
adolescent son, and a grandmother. The mother, though present, is not a 
major figure. 

The father in Turumba, Romy, is the kantore, or song leader, in the vil
lage festival for which the grandmother leads the family in making papier
mache figurines in a folk style. Their motto is "Happy Turumba horses 
make happy Turumba children." A visiting German woman, played by 
Tahimik's wife, Katrin, buys up all the available toys and then orders 
more for export to a German department store. The success of the initial 
venture leads to a huge order for papier-mache dachshunds emblazoned 
with Olympic emblems, designed to serve as souvenirs for the Munich 
Games. With their successful cottage industry, the family becomes finan
cially successful but risks losing its cohesion, its soul. The father becomes 
a taskmaster; the grandmother is disenchanted in spite of the family's new 
electronic toys, a fan and a television; and the son fears his father has cho
sen self-interested monetary gain over his social obligation as festival song 
leader. Gemeinschaft is giving way to Gesellschaft, the family as social 
group is becoming the family as factory and assembly line. In this brave 
new family world, the old love of making music together in a kind of har
monious chaos with everyone participating is being replaced by an organi
zation devoted to making money, controlled by an autocratic manager 
who is, unfortunately, the father. It is a Philippine Jazz Singer with the 
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father, not the son, as the apostate. The son initially remarks, "I'm proud 
of my father," but later he is not so sure. 

Tahimik's satirical fable uses the family as the basis for a pointed tale of 
modernization and a colonialism that is both economic and cultural. In 
the end, a typhoon ex machina appears just in the nick of time, to provide 
a bit of drama at the decisive moment when the father and son are about 
to depart for Europe, where they are to serve as "native" salespeople (and 
cheap labor?) for their Third World crafts. The conclusion is ambivalent, 
however, because though the son participates in the festival procession, 
the father has gone on to Europe and his place has been taken by the local 
machete maker, Paki. Like the bamboo craftsman in The Perfumed Night
mare, Paki is a traditional artisan. He is also something of a father surro
gate, but the situation is more complicated than in the earlier film. 
Though Paki is a friend of the father, he also represents a challenge to the 
father's values by living a more independent life. He goes off camping 
when he feels like it, for example, and he pointedly asks the son whether 
the family's new wealth has made him happy. 

Folk culture and native values are not completely eliminated by the 
intrusion of the modern global economy, but neither does the ending mark 
a decisive victory for the old ways. The fate of the family remains uncer
tain, the son's participation in the festival only a reprieve. The next stage, 
logically, would be a film taking the study of entrepreneurship and its dis
contents one step further, beyond the "start up period," as in My Beautiful 
Laundrette, with its penetrating treatment of the repercussions of eco
nomic success on Pakistani immigrants in London. But that is obviously 
not Tahimik's style, and in any case, film production does not generally 
follow that kind of method, that kind of progression. 

There is, however, another classic film made in the Philippines devoted 
to the family and entrepreneurship, though this time about the problems 
associated with failure, not success. Gary Kildea's Celso and Cora, though 
not a Philippine film in the sense of being made by a Filipino - Kildea is 
Australian - remains one of the key cinematic portraits of Philippine fam
ily life. 4 Where Turumba is a fiction film that takes advantage of real 
events such as the Turumba festival for its own purposes, Kildea's film is a 
cinema verite portrait shot in a straightforward fashion with only one per
son aiding Kildea (Rowena Katalingkasan, director of the 1983 Super-8 
film A Father as Well as a Mother, who acted as sound person and inter
preter while Kildea operated the camera). The main characters are a hus-
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band, a wife, their two children, and the mother-in-law. The couple 
makes their living, if it can be called that, selling cigarettes in front of a 
hotel in Manila; they live in a shack in a slum shantytown. Their relation
ship is clouded not only by the tensions brought on by poverty, as they 
must struggle to survive with minimal working capital, but also by the 
tensions introduced by the husband's strained relations with his mother
in-law. That Kildea is a kind of godfather to one of the children, and has 
his presence as a filmmaker accepted by the couple with an apparently 
remarkable lack of self-consciousness, makes the tension all the more 
immediate and convincing. Yet it is clear that where Tahimik in Turumba, 
as in The Perfumed Nightmare, creates sly comic fables to dramatize the 
plight of the Philippines as a Third World nation, Kildea is in the end far 
more direct and earnest about addressing the economic underpinnings of 
the problems confronting Philippine society. For all their good humor, 
Celso and Cora cannot withstand the stress caused by their financial 
struggles. It is money that holds the key to survival; the good-natured 
kindness they show toward their children, their bonds to each other and 
those two tiny, scene-stealing cutesies, cannot buffer them from the pres
sures introduced by the larger economic situation. Celso insists, "We're a 
family. What I want is for us to be together." Like Ricci in The Bicycle 
Thief, he tries to be stoical, saying, "Life's full of troubles." But in the end, 
he sadly admits that "We're now what they call a 'broken family' ... It's a 
mess." 

Kildea demonstrates a curiosity and attention concerning money mat
ters worthy of Balzac, for Celso and Cora is a film about basics - chil
dren, work, housing, medical care. When he questions Celso about his 
working capital, he makes clear the precariousness of the family's exis
tence, the fine line separating impoverished survival and disaster. If they 
pay the rent, there is no money for the cigarettes; the purchase of some 
medicine for the son takes up half of the working capital. Celso's final 
statement, the last line of the film, stands as an unmistakable judgment 
shared by Kildea: "That's how it is ... with the life of the poor - it's not 
equal."s 

Films about the family may give rise to what might be called "the family 
fallacy," that is, a simple belief that "as goes the family, so goes the 
nation." Or, to put it differently, "What's true of the family (as shown in 
any particular film family) is true of that society." The family has tradi
tionally served as a model of society and community, a perfect mirror of 
social harmony and disharmony, as well as a perfect site for the explora-
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tion of the psychological intensity of personal relationships. In the triangle 
film, the family becomes the testing-ground for questions of sexual fidelity 
and trust; in family sagas, the family becomes the embodiment of a larger 
sense of time and history. In the family, clannish self-interest and personal 
selfishness are set against a more generous, open spirit; in the family as 
microcosm questions of authority are dramatized, for though inequality 
may seem built-in, the family clearly holds out the possibility of (relative) 
democracy or (absolute) autocracy. 

The family can serve as a convenient allegorical symbol for the country, 
the locus of problems when direct address concerning a political situation is 
not possible (Marchetti I988). In The Perfumed Nightmare, made under the 
Marcos regime, the revolution is figured through the image of a white cara
bao that embodies a mystical spirit of manhood and by statements about 
how butterflies will shed their cocoons - associated with American control 
- when the typhoon blows. Through family dramas (or melodramas), film
makers under repressive regimes can make supposedly nonpolitical films 
that are transparently political, with domestic tyranny equated with the 
broader national tyranny. Such an indirect, metaphorical approach has 
been a staple in Latin America and the Eastern Bloc for decades. 

Yet it would be nice to believe that sometimes, to paraphrase Freud, a 
family is just a family. Not that a film family can ever completely escape 
the burden of significance created by the system of representation that 
chooses a single story from an infinite number of possibilities. To insist 
always on the broader social and political significance of a family in a film 
is to deny it its individual existence, its own status, and perhaps to reduce 
its character. This is in part what Bazin (I97I) suggested when he argued 
that The Bicycle Thief was not only a diagram of a political situation; it 
was a guide to an existential situation as well. Without dehistoricizing the 
narrative as a response to the postwar Italian situation and making it into 
a completely nonpolitical individual tragedy, it is still possible to agree 
with Bazin and regard the fate of Ricci as a reflection of a tragic sense of 
life that is not completely encapsulated by a particular social and political 
moment. Similarly, Tucker, Coppola's brightly lit tragedy of postwar 
entrepreneurship, is not only a reflection of that period; it is also clearly -
perhaps too clearly - intended as a comment on Coppola's own experi
ences as a studio owner, as a comment on corporate power in the I98os. 
Beyond that it is about a particular kind of high-spirited character and a 
particularly lively vision of family life - both perhaps identified with a 
particular moment in American history, but not limited to it. 
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In light of that play between the historical and the ahistorical, the end 
of the Marcos regime signals a new stage in what was already an unsettled 
Filipino film industry and an unsettled Philippine society. A film such as 
Gil Portes's Birds of Prey (1988) once again sets the family at the center of 
the exposition, with a young Filipina drawn back from New York to 
Manila when she learns that her former husband, a guerrilla, has died in 
an ambush. Her reunion with her daughter serves as the emotional climax 
of her return, but her situation as a woman struggling for independence is 
shadowed by the presence of her father, a member of the oligarchy. 

It remains to be seen, however, whether veteran filmmakers such as 
Lino Brocka or the younger generation including Nick Deocampo and 
Raymond Red will continue to turn to the family as the basic site of social 
drama and, if only allegorically, political struggle. Imelda Marcos once 
announced that Manila's worst slum would be off-limits to filmmakers. 
American films, she observed, make everyone want to be American; 
according to Elliott Stein, the gist of her remarks was that "Filipino films 
should make us all pleased to be Filipinos, and should only reflect the 
good, the true, and the beautiful." This exalted statement of aesthetic pur
pose obviously functions as a rationale for censorship. Moreover, where 
Tolstoy's observation on families carried with it an implicit aesthetic, so 
Mrs. Marcos's observation on aesthetics suggests an observation on fami
lies, which might be expressed as "Let there be no unhappy Filipino fami
lies - not in the cinema, anyway." That constricting doctrine has now 
been abolished, and for reasons apparently having more to do with the 
personality of the official in charge than any overall change in policy, 
under the Aquino government film censorship once again is more con
cerned with explicit sex than political expression. But the exact state of 
the Philippine family and the Philippine family film under the Aquino gov
ernment is yet to be established. 

Robert Silberman is associate professor of art history and chairman of film stud
ies at the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
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Symbolic Representation and 
Symbolic Violence: Chinese Family 

Melodrama of the Early 1980s 

MANING 

FAMILY MELODRAMA has been one of the dominant forms of expres
sion in Chinese cinema since its beginning in the early years of this cen
tury. The centrality of the genre in Chinese cinema derives to some extent 
from the position of the family in Chinese society. The family, rather than 
the individual or the state, was the most significant social unit in tradi
tional China. In addition to its basic socioeconomic functions, the family 
constituted a unique social-security system that provided care for its needy 
and aging members and a religious unit where ancestor worship was per
formed (Eastman 1988). The Chinese family as a social institution was 
characterized by a hierarchical power structure, but it also represented a 
cultural ideal consisting of a set of norms that motivated the individual in 
his or her social practices. 

Although the family pattern in traditional China varied, the extended 
family system, which was typical of the land-owning gentry class, was the 
culturally dominant type (Lang 1946). The hierarchical power relations 
within this patriarchal family system were sanctioned by Confucianism, 
the dominant ideology of both the state and the family. Of the five moral 
codes Confucianism prescribed to govern human relationships - ruler / 
subject, father/son, husband/wife, elder brother/younger brother, 
friend/ friend - three concerned the family. Since the late nineteenth cen
tury, as Western capitalism has forced its way into China, this dominant 
social institution has been increasingly challenged by the emergence of the 
nuclear family as a new sociocultural norm. The process of interaction 
between different family systems and cultural ideals coincided with a gen
eral sociocultural conflict involving political forces of all persuasions. 

79 
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Despite the great social transformation of the twentieth century, China 
today retains much of her traditional past. Although the I949 communist 
revolution, with its ideal of creating a classless society, had serious chal
lenges to the traditional family and social system, they were, to some 
extent, undermined by the compromises the Communists had to make in 
order to gain maximum support from a peasantry deeply rooted in tradi
tional ideologies. Consequently, a modified version of the traditional 
extended family system came into being after I949, and the cultural ideal 
it embodied could be found in various aspects of Chinese political and 
social life. Together they formed the basis of what is called Chinese patri
archal socialism (Stacey I983). Social and familial relations in rural China 
after I949 were very much regulated by a new political ethical system that 
was a synthesis of Confucian and communist principles (Madsen I984). 

Since I979 the greatest impact on this modified version of the tradi
tional extended family and the cultural ideal it embodied has come from 
the modernization drive, which has inevitably brought with it a different 
value system. Caught up in this conflict between tradition and moderniza
tion, the Chinese family is undergoing a process of restructuring. At this 
point, it is still difficult to assess the impact on the family of the changes in 
social and economic circumstances accompanying modernization. One 
might argue that family planning, especially the one-child policy, a major 
goal of the modernization drive, could contribute to a reduction in family 
size and changes in family structure. In fact, however, this impact more 
often than not is offset by other socioeconomic factors. For instance, the 
decollectivization of agricultural production enabled the individual peas
ant family to resume its former role as the basic unit of production and 
ownership. Labor-intensive, household-based farm production tends to 
strengthen the traditional big family rather than weaken it. 

The number of Western-type nuclear families has increased drastically 
in the urban areas, although the extended family still can be identified: 
about 5 percent of the households in Beijing contain three generations or 
more, including married children (Chen I985, I98). In the vast rural areas, 
a modified extended family system remains the norm. Although there is a 
tendency toward reduction in family size and separation of the large 
extended household into couple-centered conjugal units in the rural areas, 
the strong intergenerational relationships among the separated units still 
tend to hold them tightly together. As a result, the average family is often 
a compromise: the household is economically divided and separately man-
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aged but remains a common ceremonial and ritual whole (Chen 1985, 
194)· 

An examination of changes in cultural ideals and moral values concern
ing the family in China draws an equally contradictory picture. In people's 
daily conversations, phrases like the "small cozy family" and "tiny enjoy
able nest" to some extent have replaced previous militant, altruistic terms 
such as the "big revolutionary family" and "noble collective interest" 
(Chen 1985, 197). On the other hand, a modernized version of the notori
ous nepotism of prerevolutionary China has reemerged, ironically, as a 
social norm in the post-Mao era. Phrases like "Good connections make 
good business" and "Better to have a powerful grandfather than a good 
education" prevail, although sometimes used ironically. 

This confusion in cultural values is also reflected in the official ideology 
of the new Party leadership that assumed power around 1979. While reaf
firming its adherence to the basic principles of socialism, it argues for the 
necessity of reforming the ailing economic system in accordance with the 
Western capitalist model. Party ideologists argue from a developmental 
approach that the socialist system established in 1949 according to the 
Soviet model is too "advanced" to be effective, so the Party should lead the 
people "backward" to capitalism first in order to proceed to communism 
at a later stage. 1 Drastic changes in Party policies - such as abandoning 
class struggle as the major means of social change, privatization of agri
cultural production, and the reintroduction of a market economy - can 
be seen as signs of this "backward" movement. All these changes were 
made under the slogan of "modernization." Thus the conflict between tra
dition and modernization in the social context of this new period has 
unmistakable political implications. 

The modernization drive, which became the official Party policy after 
the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), can also be seen as a response to the 
legitimation crisis that confronted the new regime in the post-Mao era. 
The 1970S witnessed intense political struggles within the Party leader
ship. If the Cultural Revolution could be interpreted as a power struggle 
between Mao and the radical group aligned with him, on one side, and the 
moderate Liu Shaoqi faction, which first articulated the "go-backward" 
theory in the 1950S and the early 1960s, on the other, the end of the Cul
tural Revolution saw the ascendancy of the latter in the political arena. 
The subsequent policy changes ushered in by the new leadership, popular 
as they were, did not go unopposed. Furthermore, the worsening of the 
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economy, the expansion of the bureaucratic system, the disintegration of 
"socialist" morality, and the ever-increasing demand for more freedom 
and democracy by intellectuals and students have precipitated this crisis. 

Communist regimes have usually claimed legitimacy on the basis of 
their appropriation of Marx's teleological view of history as a dialectic 
movement toward communism through class struggle (Brugger 1985). In 
the post-Mao China, however, the legitimation crisis faced by the Chinese 
Communist Party has resulted in the abandonment of "the normative 
appeals of the earlier years, which in Althusserian language might be seen 
as the privileging of the ideological instance" or "the coercive appeals 
involved in the primacy given to class struggle, which Althusserians prefer 
to call privileging of the political instance" in favor of renumerative 
appeals as the privileging of the economic instance to "achieve legitimate 
domination" (Hannan 1985, 122). Delivery of consumer goods through 
modernization to meet the demands of the people for a better life has 
become the new telos that legitimates the new regime, although there are 
indications that a swing back to the former appeals is possible, if the 
regime believes itself to be seriously threatened. 2 

Given the close link between politics and aesthetics in socialist coun
tries, the Chinese family melodrama, as a vital form of social representa
tion, was quick to respond to significant changes in Party policies. Unlike 
the films made before and during the Cultural Revolution - which are 
characterized by an indulgence in moral polarization and didacticism, 
inflated political expression, and melodramatic conflict between stereo
typed characters of the opposing classes - the more recent productions 
concentrate more on changing human relationships within the family, 
represented in a more realistic fashion with emphasis on mundane details 
of everyday life. A large number of the melodramatic films deal specifi
cally with the changes that have occurred during the modernization pro
cess, especially the economic prosperity of the Chinese peasantry under 
the new Party policy. 

The family melodramas of the new period, especially those that deal 
with family conflict in a rural setting, have enjoyed great popularity as 
well as wide critical acclaim. The In-Laws, for example, won several 
awards, and ticket sales in both city and country totaled more than 560 
million as of the end of 1982 (Berry 1985, 32). The tendency of the genre 
toward a more realistic style and its capacity to respond to, or rather 
mediate, the immediate experience of the people caught up in a period of 



SYMBOLIC REPRESENTATION AND SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE 

rapid social change have been hailed by Chinese critics as one of the 
achievements of Chinese cinema in the new period. 

In this essay I will examine some of the key texts of the Chinese family 
melodrama of the early I980s that deal specifically with family changes in 
a rural setting, such as The In-Laws (Xiyingmen, Shanghai Studio, I982), 
Country Couple (Xiangyin, Pearl River Studio, I984), and In the Wild 
Mountains (Yueshan, Xi'an Studio, I985). I will attempt to identify and 
elucidate those formal mechanisms specific to Chinese family melodrama 
and how they work in relation to the dominant political and cultural dis
courses underlying the film representation that legitimate the existing 
political order with recourse to the normative structure of Chinese cul
ture. 

A central concern here is the social inscription of the Chinese family 
melodrama of the new period and the ideological implications of this 
inscription: the extent to which the representation of family conflict and 
its resolution functions as a symbolic reenactment of the general sociopo
litical confrontation as well as the complication in China in the early I980s 
and the ways in which this representation implicates the viewer in the 
actual social processes. The emphasis on social inscription is motivated by 
the conviction that since the communist revolution in I949 social practice 
in China has increasingly taken the form of various kinds of political dis
course, as the genesis of the Cultural Revolution would make clear. In the 
cultural realm, symbolic or metaphoric discourse about the social and 
political issues is expected and accepted at all levels. 

This phenomenon is not associated only with the cultural life of con
temporary China but is a legacy of Chinese culture as a whole. Since 
ancient times, Chinese cultural production has tended toward a fusion of 
history and fiction with emphasis on didacticism (Plaks I97S). This ten
dency has resulted in the unique formal quality of the Chinese narrative 
text: the textualization of the context. Consequently, I pay great attention 
to the complex ways in which Chinese melodramatic films textualize their 
social context. This context not only covers the extra textual contradic
tions to which the film texts can be seen as a symbolic response but also 
the conditions that bear on the actual reception of the film texts. 

In dealing with the social inscriptions of the Chinese melodramatic text, 
one necessarily confronts a critical issue or problematic in the study of 
melodrama in the West: the interesting but complex correlations that exist 
between melodrama as a specific ideological project and the historically 
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specific social, cultural, and economic conditions of a given social forma
tion. A number of Western critics (Eckert 1973-4, Kleinhans 1978) have 
deployed "the concept of displacement to suggest melodrama's mystifying 
resolution of 'real' social conflicts . . . at the surrogate level of family and 
personal relations" (Gledhill 1987, 13). This mode of categorization, 
Gledhill suggests, has its weaknesses, "for it suggests that the 'real' lies in a 
set of socio-economic relations outside the domestic and personal sphere, 
to which issues of sexual relations, of fantacy and desire are secondary." 
An alternative is to approach melodrama as an art form that articulates a 
specific mode of experience (Elsaesser 1972) or an aesthetic ideology 
(Rodowick 1982) overdetermined by a set of social, psychic, and formal 
factors with critical attention concentrated on the internal economy of the 
melodramatic representation itself. 

Although I attempt to incorporate the methodologies of these Western 
critics, my approach is more in line with the ideas put forward by the 
French author Pierre Bourdieu in working toward a general theory of 
practice. A key concept in his theory is the habitus, which he defines as 
"systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures pre
disposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles of the 
generation and structuring of practices and representations" produced by 
"[t]he structures constitutive of a particular type of environment (e.g. the 
material conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition)" (Bour
dieu 1977,72). Or to be more concrete, he elaborates, 

the structures characteristic of a determinate type of conditions of existence, 
through the economic and social necessity which they bring to bear on the 
relatively autonomous universe of family relationships, or more precisely, 
through the mediation of the specifically familial manifestations of this 
external necessity (sexual division of labour, domestic morality, cares, 
strife, tastes, etc.), produce the structures of the habitus which become in 
tum the basis of perception and appreciation of all subsequent experience. 
(Bourdieu 1977, 78) 

With the help of this concept of the habitus we are able to understand 
"the dialectic of the internalization of externality and the externalization 
of internality" that would give our domestic and personal experience a pri
ority importance in structuring our perception of and interaction with 
social realities. As the critical project undertaken here is to explore the 
constitutive role played by the Chinese melodramatic text in perpetuating 
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the existing power structure of the Chinese family and society, I also find 
helpful Bourdieu's discussion of the habitus in relation to the forms of 
symbolic violence whose function is to maintain relations of domination 
and exploitation in areas of human interaction where notions of domina
tion and exploitation are least expected. His theory also prompts me to 
look into the specific way in which the Chinese melodramatic text incor
porates what I would call the habitual mode of perception of the Chinese 
peasantry which is produced and tends to reproduce the conditions (at the 
same time real and imaginary) of existence characteristic of this social 
group even when the conditions of its existence are becoming historically 
irrelevant. 

FAMILY CONFLICT AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

One important characteristic of the early 1980s Chinese family melodrama 
that deals with family conflict in a rural setting is its ability to engage its 
intended audience at a social as well as personal level. Take The In-Laws 
for instance. Set in East China shortly after the Cultural Revolution, the 
film gives a detailed account of the process of household division, which, 
as a structural feature of the Chinese extended family system, is experi
enced by its individual members at some stage of their lives. The issue is 
first raised by Qiangying, the wife of the eldest son, Renwen, when the 
second son of the Chen family gets married. Her main argument is that the 
mother-in-law, who is the treasurer of the household, discriminates in eco
nomic matters, especially favoring the new bride and the unmarried 
daughter. The incessant quarrels among the family members, especially 
the females, make a split inevitable. An agreement is reached after a fam
ily meeting that the household properties be divided between the two 
sons, each of whom in return should support one of the two elderly people 
in the family: the mother and the grandpa. Regarding the latter as a bur
den to her newly established household, Qiangying mistreats him by ask
ing him to do all sorts of heavy work while feeding him only the crudest 
meals. When her husband finds out, he slaps her in the face. Enraged, 
Qiangying pursues him to his workplace and interrupts the work routine 
by fighting with him. She then leaves home to stay with her father's family. 
The angry husband follows her there and threatens her with divorce. 
Fearing that a divorce will deprive her of everything she has, Qiangying 
returns to ask for forgiveness. 
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The social significance of the narrative, especially the household divi
sion, will become clear when examined in the political context of China in 
the early 1980s. The family system represented in the film is that of the tra
ditional extended family in its modified form after the revolution. Collec
tive farming in rural areas of China in the form of mutual-aid groups or 
the people's communes of the 1950S and 1960s is structurally similar to the 
traditional extended family in its classical form. The strength of the 
extended family system as a major social institution and cultural ideal lies 
in its economic efficiency as well as its social cohesion. Large households 
that contain extended families of several generations form mutual-support 
networks that help to even out the heavy burden of labor-intensive agri
cultural production as well as provide welfare services for the needy and 
the sick. Their advantages are most obvious in cases of social and natural 
disaster, which are not infrequent in China. Inherent in the cultural ideal 
associated with the extended family system is the traditional value of pro
viding all the members with enough food from the "common pot" (Chen 
1985,194), which became the cornerstone of Chinese patriarchal socialism 
under Mao. 

Whatever efficiency this form of social organization may have is inevi
tably dissipated by the huge bureaucratic machine patriarchal socialism 
has generated. Furthermore, the perennial suspicion that the other mem
bers may not cooperate fully in collective endeavors or that some of them 
may use their power to extract a larger share than they deserve from the 
"common pot" has made individual members less enthusiastic in the col
lective-farming variant of the extended family system. The decollectiviza
tion policy introduced by the new leadership after Mao was designed to 
encourage individual initiative and productivity. It has been hailed as a 
realistic policy based on a reassessment of the needs of the people. To 
implement this policy, it was necessary to negate the traditional cultural 
ideal of the family or the state as "a common pot." From this perspective 
then, the division of the extended family household into separate small 
households represented in The In-Laws can be seen as a metaphor for the 
general process of privatization advocated by the new leadership in the 
late 1970S and the early 1980s. 

The film also engages the viewer at a more personal level. This is 
because the dramatic conflict in The In-Laws unfolds in a series of conflic
tual relationships among family members, especially the females, that are 
regarded as part of the everyday experience and therefore are largely taken 
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for granted by the Chinese audience. Insofar as what is called everyday 
experience is already a construct of history, ideology, and sociality, the 
rearticulation of this immediate experience in the family melodrama of the 
early I980s warrants further investigation. 

The Chinese extended family system is a hierarchical power structure 
replete with internal conflict (Cohen I976, Wolf I970, Stacey I982). The 
major threat to the stability of the system is the struggle of the daughters
in-law for a better share of the household resources for their uterine fami
lies. As a counterstrategy, the family patriarchy emphasizes fraternal soli
darity, sometimes even at the expense of intimacy among marital couples. 
As such, the strained relationship between spouses in various forms of 
wife abuse can be seen as the displacement of fraternal conflict within the 
patriarchal extended family system. Furthermore, due to the strict sexual 
segregation and sexual division of labor maintained by the patriarchy, 
antagonism in the extended family system is also displaced onto two 
almost legendary conflictual relationships among women: enmity between 
the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law and enmity between daugh
ters-in-Iaw. In the former case, the mother-in-law, as the delegate of the 
patriarchy, is not only the supervisor of the daughter-in-Iaw's life and 
work but also her competitor for the affection and loyalty of the son/hus
band. In the latter case, the conflict comes from each woman's effort, 
often encouraged by her husband, to strengthen the financial position of 
her uterine family in the joint household. 

It becomes obvious that what is regarded as merely commonplace expe
rience is conditioned by the structure of the family system and its patriar
challogic. This common experience can also be seen as a product of the 
habitual mode of perception of the Chinese peasantry, for the patriarchal 
logic as a practical logic or a polysemic conceptual scheme immanent in 
both the mode of production characteristic of the Chinese peasantry and 
its cultural production also plays an active role in domestic politics. The 
main function of the patriarchal logic in domestic politics, which usually 
involves family conflicts in terms of generation and gender, is to generate 
an ideology that "makes woman a principle of division and discord" 
(Bourdieu I975, 62). This ideology has its own material basis in the divi
sion of labor between the sexes, which "predisposes the woman to be less 
sensitive to symbolic profits and freer to pursue material profits." In 
China, politics in everyday life often take the form of guanxi, official or 
unofficial. This activity bears a certain relationship to what Bourdieu calls 
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investment in symbolic capital, that is, behaviors in line with certain ethi
cal codes (sense of honor, generosity, etc.) that turn interpersonal relation
ships into a disguised form of power relationship. In the case of contem
porary China, although the ethical codes may be different, as they are 
often a blend of ethical and political principles, the structure remains the 
same as it functions according to the rule of reciprocation. Thus one 
might say access to symbolic capital (behavior in line with so-called social
ist virtues such as devotion to the collective interest and unselfishness) 
means access to both formal and informal power. 

A closer look at the social status of the major male and female charac
ters represented in the film reveals that gender difference is an important 
indicator of access to power. While the males are represented as authori
ties of the family as well as the village community (the eldest son is a 
cadre, the second son is the production team leader), the females function 
basically as the labor force within the family or without. This asymmetri
cal power relation can be clearly seen in the family meeting sequence in 
which the members sit together to discuss the issue of household division. 
The sequence begins with a closeup shot of the second son and zooms out 
to reveal that the eldest son sits right opposite him with the camera set 
behind him. A reverse shot shows his face wincing when the wife steps on 
his toes to force him to consent. Here we can see that although Qiangying 
is represented as the initiator of the family division, she occupies no place 
within the power structure of the family, as is shown in cinematic codes 
which organize the family space in terms of an opposition between the eld
est son and the second son with the community head as the mediator. 

The dramatization of the domestic conflict in this sequence produces a 
series of displacements that not only identify Qiangying as the source of 
family discord but also obscure the nature of the household division as 
well as its social causality. The first shot of the sequence, as an establish
ing shot, also reveals the seating arrangement of the family members: they 
are seated according to the two new families to be set up, forming a circle. 
This seating arrangement is confirmed in the middle of the sequence when 
the camera pans 360 degrees to reveal the reaction of the other members of 
the family to her demand. The significance of the seating arrangement can 
be seen in figure I. 

The position of the community head as the mediator is where the axis 
intersects the circle and divides it into two spheres in which the two sons 
occupy the central position in relation to other members of the family to 
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Figure 1. The family seating arrangement and its significance in The In-Laws 

be set up. The community head as the mediator (representing the deceased 
father) is flanked by the mother and the grandfather. This seating arrange
ment is significant as it reveals the nature of the household division as a 
process of power transfer that unfolds within this family space. After the 
division, the center of the power structure within the family shifts to the 
sons. (This shift, to some extent, may represent the process of the localiza
tion of power in China in the post-Mao era, in which the state transfers 
part of its power to the administrative level of the production unit - in the 
case of agricultural production, to the individual peasant family.) When 
the community head gets a positive response from the members of the 
family to the idea of household division (in this case, the daughter's opin
ion is not solicited), he turns to the grandfather and the mother for a 
detailed plan. The camera cuts to the mother when she announces the 
division plan that specifies that the household properties be divided 
between the two sons, leaving the daughter in the cold. This is a moment 
of great emotion. Although the mother acts here as the delegate of the 
(deceased) patriarch, she is also the victim of the plan as she will fall from 
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her position of power to the powerless position she used to occupy when 
she was a girl, like the position occupied by the daughter in the Chen fam
ily. The music and the facial expressions of both the mother and the 
daughter who share the same frame add to the pathos of the drama. It is 
interesting that the division plan, which is based on the traditional family 
law in terms of its exclusion of women from owning household proper
ties, when challenged by Qiangying (for the wrong reason), is backed up 
by the state law (the New Marriage Law of 1980) produced by the com
munity head. The melodramatic conflict unfolding in this family space 
between Qiangying and the rest of the family members, especially the 
mother and the daughter, produces an emotional structure that identifies 
Qiangying as the cause of their undue suffering and obscures the whole 
affair of household division as a restructuring of patriarchal power. As fig
ure 1 shows, despite the dramatized conflict, the two pairs of mother / 
daughter relationships are mirror images of each other, for both are vic
tims of the patriarchal family system. 

What is crucial in this process of power transfer is the reestablishment 
of the patriarchal authority, which should be understood as the center of a 
complex network of social relations (Rodowick 1982). Its reestablishment 
depends upon a total identification on the part of the individual with the 
established order. The problem of individual identity, which is essential to 
the establishment of patriarchal power, can be clearly seen in the case of 
the eldest son and his wife, Qiangying. One is weak in character, not 
ready to assume the role of the patriarch, while the other is obsessed by an 
excessive desire for power, unwilling simply to assume the subservient role 
defined by the patriarchy within the traditional family order. The narra
tive that centers on household division unfolds a melodramatic conflict 
that perpetuates a series of symbolic divisions and oppositions through 
which patriarchal authority reestablishes itself. As the real issue at the cen
ter of the household division is the transfer of power within the Chinese 
patriarchy, the weakness in the personality of the eldest son (the legal suc
cessor according to traditional Chinese family law) and the excessive 
desire of Qiangying become the two crucial factors that threaten a smooth 
transfer of power. As a result, the person who can assume power is the 
second son. His uncompromising criticism of Qiangying entitles him to 
the position of the patriarch. This is confirmed in the last sequence of the 
film by another 360-degree pan shot which shows that the second son pre
cedes the eldest son in the seating arrangement when the reconciled family 
members from the two households gather for dinner. 
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Here one cannot help but notice that the process of this power transfer 
realized in the narrative coincides with the popular representation of the 
power struggle waged in China after Mao's death. The new leadership 
headed by Deng Xiaoping defeated the ultraleftist group headed by Mao's 
widow, Jiangqing (metonymically suggested in the film by Qiangying), 
and her colleagues and then replaced Mao's "legal" successor, Hua 
Guofeng. The recourse to the melodramatic conventions of family conflict 
or court intrigue (often within the confines of the royal family) to repre
sent significant historical and political change is a prominent feature of 
Chinese cultural production in the post-Mao era. 

There are two distinct dimensions to politics in China: a rigid, formal 
power structure or order that corresponds to the basic social and family 
order and ever-changing informal power relations between different indi
viduals and social groups (Pye 1985). Significant, or rather observable, 
political changes more often than not are the results of changes in the 
informal power relations between individuals and social groups rather 
than any significant change in the formal power structure of the family or 
state. Furthermore, the ways in which power circulates in both the public 
and private spheres are regulated by the economy of the exchange of sym
bolic capital. The dynamics of this economy become the ultimate concern 
of Chinese politics and its representation in art works such as the family 
melodrama. 

POWER/PLEASURE NEXUS 

The patriarchal logic inherent in the habitual mode of perception both 
informs the Chinese representation of political and social change and con
ditions its practice. To what extent is the patriarchal ideology already 
implicit in the use of the cinematic codes in Chinese cinema? It has been 
argued that the classic Hollywood film text operates within a specific par
adigm. Within this paradigm, "the place of male figures, the subject place 
and the place in reference to which the text is ordered are all mapped on 
top of one another so that maleness, subjectivity, and centered ordering 
are all hooked up into each other to constitute one phallocentric viewing 
subject" (Berry 1985, 32-42). Berry argues by way of a detailed analysis of 
certain shot sequences in films like Li Shuangshuang (1962) and The In
Laws that Chinese cinema operates within a rather different paradigm in 
that the place of the viewing subject is usually a privileged one that is not 
"gender-identified," as the film does not establish the place of the viewing 
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subject in a stable association with the place of any figure in the text, male 
or female. This Chinese cinematic convention, he suggests, constitutes 
part of an anti-individual aesthetic, so that when it is associated with one 
of the figures in individual scenes of a film, this association, contrary to 
the norms of the Hollywood cinema, only functions to signify moments of 
transgression, failure, and collapse of harmony. It then becomes quite 
obvious that in the Chinese cinematic text, as the analysis shows, "it is to 
the very negative assertion of individual interests that sexual difference is 
attached." 

Berry's argument offers great insight into the workings of the Chinese 
cinematic text. It also raises interesting questions about subject position
ing. For instance, what is the relationship between film audience as engen
dered social subjects constructed by the patriarchal ideology and the view
ing subject of the Chinese cinematic text which is not gender specific? Or 
more precisely, to what extent is the habitual mode of perception of the 
Chinese peasantry and its patriarchal logic embodied in the cinematic 
structure of the Chinese melodramatic text? To give a tentative answer to 
these questions, I will examine in some detail the unique mode of address 
found in the Chinese melodramatic texts such as The In-Laws. 

Film narration in The In-Laws is highly self-conscious. Its mode of 
address is made explicit in the credit sequence, which opens with a shot 
that pans from right to left across a lake with mountains in the distance 
and then zooms in on the Chen village on the lake. In the second shot, the 
camera continues this movement forward, following some villagers to the 
gates of the Chen household, where a wedding is taking place. It stays out
side the gates and tilts upward to focus on the inscription on the gates, 
"Xiyingmen" (Happiness Overflowing from the Gates). In the next shot, 
these Chinese characters are enlarged to become the title of the film. Then 
the characters for "happiness" and "within" dwindle into a lefthand cor
ner of the screen while the character for "gates" becomes even larger. 
Because of the shape of the ideogram, it becomes a frame for the credits 
and a series of shots introducing the main characters. The camera then 
continues its forward movement until it is finally positioned between the 
double gates and goes on to present the drama that is going to take place 
within the Chen family household. Despite the happy mood conveyed by 
the music and the tranquil landscape, the viewer is prepared for the trou
ble that is to come by at least one cue: the dwindling of the characters for 
"happiness" and "within." However, what is most interesting about the 
camerawork in this sequence is that the camera is already positioned like a 



SYMBOLIC REPRESENTATION AND SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE 93 

village spectator peeping through the opening of the gates to find out what 
is going on inside. This camera positioning, which conforms to certain 
voyeuristic behavior of the peasants, most clearly manifested in the folk 
custom of listening in to the wedding-night activities of the newly wed 
couple, is used here to elicit audience interest in the narrative. It might 
also be said that the position of the viewing subject offered by the text is, 
to some extent, already gender specific, although, as Berry (1985) carefully 
points out, the ways in which sexual difference is inscribed in the Chinese 
cinematic text could be very different from the Western norm. 

It should be emphasized that the voyeuristic viewing process this cam
era positioning activates is overdetermined by social as well as psychical 
factors. In rural China, family quarrels usually occur in the household 
courtyard, which is flanked on three sides by buildings and opens to the 
road on one side. This architectural design is structurally similar to a the
ater stage. The crowd of villagers drawn to the family quarrel constitutes 
the audience, whose opinions more often than not influence the way in 
which the quarrel is resolved. The privileged position the camera occupies 
in relation to the spectacle of the family conflict is similar to that of the vil
lagers. In fact, the villagers as spectators are inscribed in those quarrel 
sequences of the film. The significance of this inscription has to be care
fully examined, as it will help us understand the kind of viewing process 
the text attempts to activate as well as the connection between the posi
tioning of the viewing subject and the official ideology of Chinese patriar
chal socialism, which is a curious combination of Confucian (patriarchal) 
and communist (collective) principles. 

The villager-spectators inscribed in the rural melodramas of the 1980s 
bear a close relationship to the real-life audiences of the film (the single 
largest audience of such films is the peasants), who in their daily lives are 
witnessing and experiencing significant political and social changes struc
turally similar to what is happening to the peasant families represented in 
these films. Just as the new policies rekindled the individualism repressed 
by the official ideology of patriarchal socialism and the traditional cul
tural ideal it embodies, the artistic reenactment of this significant political 
change gives full play to the social and psychical tensions inherent in these 
peasants. 

This can be seen in the first family quarrel sequence of the film, which 
occurs in the courtyard of the Chen family prior to the household division. 
In this sequence, the camera is positioned within the courtyard and often 
occupies the central position, panning and tracking to delineate the rela-
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tionship between Qiangying and the rest of the family members. Here the 
villager / spectators gathering at the gates are denied any direct vision. The 
camera acts as their delegate. Its gaze is centered on Qiangying as she, in 
the absence of her husband, provokes the anger of the others and thus 
makes the division inevitable. Here the aggressiveness and self-interest of 
Qiangying can be seen as the displacement of the desire of the villager / 
spectators suppressed by the patriarchy in the name of the interest of the 
joint household or collective enterprise. The spectacle within the court
yard offers great pleasure, as can be seen in the laughter of the spectators 
inscribed in the film. It might be said that what underlies this cinematic 
structure is the same patriarchal logic that actually informs the family con
flict within the patriarchal extended family. Commonly in such quarrels, 
the husband encourages the wife to stage a fight while he himself makes an 
excuse to be absent or simply hides himself behind the gates to enjoy the 
spectacle and then pockets the gain, leaving the wife to take the blame for 
the trouble. 

A power / pleasure nexus runs through the film text. Laura Mulvey 
(I975, 3II) in her seminal essay entitled, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema," gives an interesting account of the viewing process activated by 
the classic Hollywood text based on Freudian psychoanalysis and its 
reformulation by Jacques Lacan. She argues that due to the castration 
anxiety experienced by the male subject, two kinds of relationships can be 
identified between the position occupied by the male viewer and his surro
gate in the text and the female image projected by the film narrative: a 
voyeuristic relationship in which a preoccupation with "the re-enactment 
of the original trauma (investigating the woman, demystifying her mys
tery), counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment or saving of the 
guilty object" occurs and a fetishistic relationship in which "complete dis
avowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish object or turning the 
represented figure itself into a fetish" is at work. Her argument helps to 
reveal that the power relations activated in the viewing process are as 
much determined by the unconscious psychological mechanisms as they 
are by sociological factors. 

From her point of view then, the structure of the look in The In-Laws 
can be seen as activating a viewing process in which the place of the view
ing subject oscillates between a fetishistic relationship with the leading 
female character, Qiangying, in which she is transformed into a phallic 
woman, and a voyeuristic relationship in which she has to be proven the 
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guilty party. The camera, as a delegate of the villager/spectator, focuses 
on Qiangying in moments of her transgression: the challenge to the patri
archy by openly demanding household division, the usurpation of its 
power by arranging a marriage for the daughter with the help of another 
woman in order to get rid of her, the maltreatment of the elderly after the 
household division, fighting with the husband and hitting a government 
official by mistake in the process, and finally neglecting her duty toward 
the children by walking out of the Chen family. In this representation, she 
is transformed into a phallic woman. 

While Qiangying, in her moments of transgression, has given full 
expression to the repressed desire of the villager / spectator, she also poses 
a certain threat, in both sociological and psychical terms. As the narrative 
unfolds, both the husband and the villagers find that things are gradually 
getting out of control. This threat is reproduced by the cinematic structure 
of the film. In the fighting sequence, there is an unusual point-of-view shot 
format that deviates from the standard cinematic structure of the film, 
which usually requires that the camera adopt an invisible third-person 
position or rather a privileged position divorced from the literary point of 
view of any particular figure in the text (Berry 1985). In this shot, the 
viewer is positioned as the government official who has been slapped in 
the face by Qiangying and is offered a double vision of the situation 
through his broken glasses. He is frightened to see now that there are as 
many a Qiangying as there are her husband, all fighting with each other. 
For the first time in the narrative, the potency of the viewing subject in his 
all-encompassing vision is also under threat. Furthermore, the viewer is 
made aware of the serious consequences of not trying to contain this situa
tion. 

As a pivotal point in the cinematic text, the film narrative reorients the 
viewer toward a predominantly voyeuristic relationship with the leading 
female character by focusing on the question of whether or not Qiangying 
would accept the blame for all the trouble and be punished. The second 
quarrel sequence, which occurs after the household division in the front 
yard of Qiangying's parents' household, where she is staying after walking 
out of the Chen family, plays an important role in containing her and 
brings the narrative to its resolution. Her husband, Renwen, pursues her 
to the door and demands a divorce, which usually was the legal means to 
proclaim publicly a woman's guilt in traditional China. 

There is an obvious divorce of the camera's gaze and its primary object, 
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Qiangying. Much of its attention is now shifted to her mother, who is try
ing to prevent the divorce. The camerawork in this sequence also differs 
from that of the first one in that the camera is positioned alternatively 
within the courtyard and outside it among the villager / spectators. In this 
sequence, the point of view of the villager/spectator is foregrounded. 
Both Qiangying's mother and Renwen appeal to the spectators. The 
mother accuses Renwen of bullying the women by hitting his wife. 
Renwen retorts by saying that his act is justified as Qiangying has mis
treated the elderly in the family. His appeal to the Confucian moral codes 
wins the support of the villagers, as is shown in a pan shot of the villager / 
spectators, who cheer him when he mentions he has hit his wife. The loss 
of moral support from the village community at large forces Qiangying to 
return to the Chen family for forgiveness. 

The last sequence of the film presents a "happy, large" family (including 
the daughter's husband-to-be) at dinner in the household courtyard with 
Qiangying waiting at the table. The camerawork in this sequence, again, 
is highly self-conscious, featuring such devices as the 36o-degree pan and 
unusual camera angles. Placed as if at the center of the table, the camera 
pans as Qiangying (who is almost totally excluded from the field of vision) 
first serves Grandpa, then the mother, followed by the second son, who is 
about to eat the food when his wife, Suiying, intervenes and hands the 
bowl to Renwen, who then passes it to his children. They in turn pass it to 
their neighbor, the daughter's husband-to-be, and then the daughter, who 
finally decides to put it in front of Grandpa. In the next shot, the camera is 
vertically placed high above the table but remains at the center with every
one of the Chen family at the table, including Qiangying smiling into the 
camera. The social space organized by the cinematic codes used here can 
be seen in figure 2. 

While the use of the 36o-degree pan in the family-meeting sequence 
manages to convey a sense of conflict by originating from Qiangying when 
she makes her demand, the pan shot in this sequence is used to signify 
family unity and harmony by starting from the grandpa and eventually 
returning to him when patriarchal authority is reestablished through the 
resolution of the initial conflict. It should be remembered that patriarchal 
authority does not lie in any particular figure in the family. Rather it 
should be understood as the center of a complex network of social rela
tions. The panning camera circumscribes the family space as a social 
space, as it has done in the family-meeting sequence. In this new social 
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space, the family members, in their relationship to the three new family 
heads (the two sons and the son-in-law), form a triadic relationship that 
signifies stability and harmony when each leaves to accept his or her 
defined position within the family instead of an initial binary opposition 
between the two sons maneuvering for control. 

It is also noticeable that the mediating role played by the community 
authority, whose power cuts across the center of the family space, is now 
assumed by the camera, which rises from its position at the center of the 
table to give a bird's-eye view of the whole extended family. The coinci
dence between the figuration of patriarchal authority as the center of 
social relations and the position of the camera at the center of the family 
space and the place of the viewing subject it constructs is very significant. 
It reveals that the spectacle of a happy, big family with which the film ends 
can also be seen as an imaginary projection that reassures the viewing sub
ject as well as his representative in the text - the curious villager / specta
tor - that nothing has really changed after all the trouble, for the camera, 
representing the law and authority of the patriarchy, is in absolute con
trol, despite moments of failure and transgression. 

TRADITION AND MODERNIZATION 

The changes in Party policies since the late 1970S have had far-reaching 
consequences that cannot be dealt with in any depth here. Suffice it to say 
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that a new socioeconomic order is emerging. The challenges it poses to the 
existing power structure can be seen in various forms of social unrest and 
discontent. The impending sociopolitical confrontation as well as the 
complication are often expressed in the Chinese family melodrama of the 
new period in terms of a conflict between tradition and modernization. 
The significance of this rearticulation has to be carefully evaluated. 

Here I turn to the film In the Wild Mountains, which is among the best 
family melodramas, including the prize-winning Life (I984) and Old Well 
(I987), made by the Xi' an Film Studio, a stronghold of the "rebellious" 
fifth-generation filmmakers since Wu Tianmin, a renowned filmmaker 
himself, took charge there in I983. Unlike other family melodramas made 
in the same period that celebrate the advent of modernization, these films 
tend to explore the ambiguities and contradictions inherent in the process 
of modernization. 

The narrative of In the Wild Mountains revolves around two couples 
living in a village in the Qinling Mountains in southern Shaanxi in the 
early I980s when agricultural production has been privatized. Like many 
conservative peasants there, Huihui sticks to the old ways and lives con
tentedly as his forefathers before him did. His only worry is that his wife, 
Quilan, cannot bear children for him. On the other hand, Hehe, a young 
and energetic ex-soldier, is determined to seek prosperity through business 
ventures. After several failures to establish a successful business, Hehe's 
conservative wife, Quolan, divorces him on the ground that he has totally 
neglected his duty as a husband and father. Out of goodwill, Huihui then 
invites him to live in his household. Quilan becomes attracted to Hehe's 
new ideas, and Huihui sees in Quolan an opportunity to continue his fam
ily tradition. As a result, Huihui's family also collapses, but in the process 
two new families are established based on individual choice. 

An incompatibility of cultural values plays a crucial role in the respec
tive collapses of the two families. Huihui and Quolan share traditional 
peasant ideals: close tie to land, belief in traditional farming methods, a 
big household with many children, and strict observance of traditional 
ethics. Hehe and Quilan subscribe to the new moral values of individual 
enterprise: social mobility, freedom, and, most important of all, a belief in 
the wonders of the marketplace. It is interesting to note the way in which 
this sociocultural conflict and its resolution are represented in the film. 

The climax of the conflict is built up in the middle section of the film, 
which consists of several strands of actions: Quilan goes to town to meet 
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Hehe, who once worked as a laborer there; Huihui attempts to cope with 
the explosive situation at home; Quilan suddenly returns and she and 
Huihui quarrel, which results in divorce. The parallel editing of these 
scenes establishes a sense of contrast and potential confrontation. It also 
helps to bring to the foreground the deployment of different cultural codes 
in the construction of diegetic time and space in both the city and the 
country scenes. 

The city sequence opens significantly in a marketplace, a social space 
characterized by the process of the exchange of goods and services. Hehe 
comes to the city to sell his new product for a high profit instead of selling 
his labor for wages as he used to do. He and Quilan, who has followed 
him there, tour the shops, in which there is a dazzling display of consumer 
items, which signifies the material abundance brought about by the new 
market economy. The use of certain cinematic devices such as rapid 
change in location helps to convey a sense of social mobility and freedom 
(they have a chance to meet privately and talk like lovers amidst a group 
of kids playing naked in the water). The ultimate signified here is a new 
socioeconomic order that defines the characters as individuals who can 
pursue their own happiness by free choice. 

The village scene, on the other hand, is organized in a rather different 
temporal-spatial framework. The rumor of Quilan's elopement with Hehe 
spreads very fast in the village. Villagers abandon their work to gather in 
front of Huihui's household courtyard. The sequencing of the shots sug
gests a centripetal movement toward Huihui's household. Here home is 
represented as the center of the social arena. The structure of the look, 
like the quarrel sequences in The In-Laws, projects a theatrical spectacle. 
In an attempt to win moral support, Huihui, sitting beside the entrance to 
his home, starts to recount to them his failure as a husband to confine his 
wife and as a father to ensure his family lineage unbroken. His reference 
to ancestry and time-honored tradition, shared by the villagers, reveals 
that the characters live in an eternal past. Also noticeable in the scene is a 
sense of communal bond. There is no distinction between the private and 
the public, as all the characters act within the network of traditional eth
ics, and their identity is defined in relation to the community at large. 

The juxtaposition of country and city, tradition and modernization as 
symbols for different socioeconomic orders contending for domination is 
a prominent feature of Chinese cultural production in the 1980s and can 
be found in many films made in the new period. What is interesting about 
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In the Wild Mountains and other melodramatic films made in the Xi'an 
Studio is that this juxtaposition is threaded with contradiction. In the city 
scene, for example, Hehe rejects Quilan's love and persuades her to return 
to her husband. In the village scene, Huihui's public appeal does not lead 
to the punishment of Quilan by the villagers according to traditional fam
ily law. The sense of contradiction as well as conflict built up in these 
sequences is significant, as it tells much about China of the mid-I980s, a 
transitional period full of contradictions. 

In this transitional period, the family, like other social institutions, is in 
a process of restructuring. And this process can be understood as a 
response to economic problems. Thus in the narrative of this film, the 
issue of infertility, in both human and economic terms, is posited as the 
ultimate cause of family discord. Around this issue unfold the stories of 
Huihui's effort to restore the dream of a large, happy family with many 
children and of Hehe's business venture. 

Although there are moments in the film when sociopolitical conflicts 
within Chinese society are revealed, the film as a whole tends to downplay 
such conflict. The film contains a number of narrative strands: it can be 
read as a success story reflecting the economic changes in the rural areas of 
China or as a story of family change reflecting the restructuring of certain 
social institutions. In either case, the narrative evolves according to its 
own logic, so that the text in its final resolution overcomes the heteroge
neous elements and returns to a status of homogeneity. 

The mythic-logic of the dialectic transformation inherent in the ancient 
Chinese yin-yang or you-wu theory plays an important role in the eco
nomic success story. Within this cosmological paradigm, fertility in either 
human or economic terms is understood as a natural transformation of 
matter. For example, for Huihui, the traditional peasant, human excre
ment can either be consumed by the pigs, who in turn produce meat for 
human consumption, or used as fertilizer for wheat growing (indicated in 
an exchange of dialogue between Huihui and Quilan in one of the scenes). 
The storage of manure is part of his daily activity and vital to successful 
farming. What Hehe does is supposedly different since he is interested in 
business and profit. But ironically, the business he runs is the raising of 
squirrels, whose excrement he collects, because it is a traditional medical 
recipe for curing human infertility. The resolution of the problem of infer
tility raised at the beginning of the film lies in his product: the squirrel 
excrement that brings him both economic success and a cure for his newly 
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Figure 3. Resolution of family conflict through restructuring in In the Wild Mountains 

wed but sterile wife. Thus the incompatibility of the old and the new 
socioeconomic orders metaphorically represented by a conflict in cultural 
values subscribed to by the two male characters is reconciled for the 
viewer through the evocation of the mythic-logic of the Chinese culture 
inherent in the habitual mode of perception of the Chinese peasantry. 

In the narrative of the family change, the initial family conflict is 
resolved by a process of restructuring so that the final recoupling of the 
incompatible pairs resolves the initial conflict without a total negation of 
the cultural premises of the other as is illustrated in figure 3. The horizon
tal coupling is in constant conflict. Only the vertical recoupling produces 
stability. The family conflict as a conflict between different value systems 
is resolved by a process of restructuring according to compatible cultural 
values that generates a stable structure found in families across the value 
scale. 

In this representation, there is an implicit comparison between the two 
new families and the sociocultural paradigm they represent. This is not 
only seen in Hehe's miraculous economic success and the cure he holds for 
female sterility but is also indicated by a shift in the power structure of the 
family after restructuring: a liberation of woman from the bottom of the 
hierarchy of the traditional family when she acquires a sense of self-iden
tity and a conscious abandoning of the patriarchal privileges by man in the 
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modern family and the modern state when he discovers his success 
depends on the marketplace, the precondition of which is freedom and 
equality. Although the process of restructuring can be seen as another 
manifestation of the dialectic transformation of the yin-yang, you-wu the
ory, an overvaluation of stability, which has its roots in the traditional 
moral economy of the peasantry (Scott 1976), is at work here, so that the 
two families based on different socioeconomic orders can be identified as 
stable structures, and the potential conflict within each of them does not 
surface. 

Here we can see that while the film representation through a series of 
implicit comparisons may influence the viewer in favor of the new para
digm, it also functions in certain ways, especially through an appropria
tion of the habitual mode of perception of the Chinese peasantry, to divert 
his or her attention from those asymmetrical power relations in terms of 
gender and class inherent in the Chinese social and economic organiza
tions. 

The issue of gender relations is relevant here because the film represen
tation as a social metaphor capitalizes on the ancient custom of wife swap
ping that existed in the area in which the film is set. The use of this anthro
pological material points to the narrative function of the women in the 
text. Levi-Strauss (1969), in his analysis of kinship systems in primitive 
societies, pointed out the symbolic status of women in the structure of 
social organization and language. As exchange objects, they are the means 
by which men express their relationship with each other. In feminist termi
nology, the representation of women in the film functions as an empty 
sign that signifies the two socioeconomic orders subscribed to by the two 
male characters and the patriarchal logic that underlies each of them, 
despite the difference in their orientations. In this representation, men are 
active agents in the creation of social wealth as well as culture, while 
women are reduced to the status of problems to be solved or properties to 
be exchanged. 

SEXUAL POLITICS 

An examination of the representation of gender relations is important as it 
also holds the key to an understanding of class relations in Chinese soci
ety. Since the 1930S, Chinese filmmakers, especially those who worked 
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within the tradition of the May Fourth movement of 1919,3 have often 
used gender relations to represent class relations metonymically in their 
film practice. This convention has to do with the institution of the Chinese 
family. The inferior position of women within the traditional family sys
tem was reinforced by the institution of marriage which prescribed that 
the bride should be chosen from a family that was slightly lower in social 
status. Among members of the land-owning gentry, concubinage was 
widely practiced. Girls from the lower classes were often purchased to 
provide sexual services to the master. Thus to undertake a critique of the 
oppressive nature of the traditional social and family order, Chinese film
makers, especially those with leftist leanings, often adopted the gender / 
class paradigm to signify the patterns of domination and exploitation that 
exist within the traditional family and social system. 

In the Chinese family melodrama of the new period, the representation 
of gender relations within a family context has taken on new connota
tions. The film Country Couple, which is exclusively concerned with the 
issue of gender inequality, is a case in point. Set in a mountain village in 
south China in the early 1980s, the film centers on two related families: 
the Yu and the Tao. The main character, Yu Musheng, runs the ferry for 
the community, and his wife, Tao Chun, takes care of the household 
chores. Their relationship is strictly in accordance with the Confucian 
moral codes, and as such they are praised as an ideal couple by Tao's 
granduncle but criticized by his granddaughter, Xingzhi. When the film 
opens, the wife has been sick for sometime. Although Yu knows about her 
sickness, he never takes it seriously. Whenever she complains about a pain 
in her stomach, he just gives her some rendan (a traditional medicine that 
supposedly alleviates any kind of pain). Her condition becomes more and 
more serious, until one day she collapses while working in the field. She is 
then taken to a hospital by her cousin, Xingzhi. Diagnosed as suffering 
from cancer, she has only a few months to live. The news gives Yu a 
shock. He realizes his negligence and starts to do everything he can to help 
her, including shouldering the household chores. The sudden reversal of 
roles in the family upsets Tao. She finds it hard to adjust. Meanwhile, 
Xingzhi and her boyfriend are also trying to work out a new relationship. 

The representation of gender inequality in this film functions at two dif
ferent levels. First of all, it is authorized by the Party discourse on modern
ization as a proper part of a critique of the traditional social order. How-
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ever, such is the poignancy of the critique that it cannot be totally con
tained by the political discourse of the Party and is thus open to a reading 
that will make explicit the asymmetrical power relations in Chinese patri
archal socialism as well. 

The film, as a melodramatic narrative, devotes much of its attention to 
the two principal female characters: Tao Chun and her young cousin, 
Xingzhi. The construction of these two characters is based on a series of 
antitheses: dependence versus independence, self-denial versus aggressive
ness, obligation versus desire, tradition versus modernization, and so 
forth. These antithetical terms constitute the parameters with which two 
different moral orders are contrasted. The world in which the middle
aged couple, Yu and Tao, live is based on a set of clearly defined tradi
tional values. Within this moral paradigm, the identity of the wife as an 
independent individual is almost nonexistent, as can be seen in Tao's 
catchphrase, "I always follow you," by which she is identified as a virtuous 
woman and an ideal wife by village elders. This phrase signifies a specific 
type of relationship between husband and wife prescribed by the tradi
tional ideology of Confucianism: the patron-client relationship. The 
asymmetrical power relations of domination and subordination inherent 
in this relationship are rationalized by the concept of mutual obligation 
and dependency. 

Firmly opposed to this moral order, the cousin, Xingzhi, is trying to 
work out a new relationship of partnership and mutual respect with her 
boyfriend, Minghan. The tragedy of Tao makes it clear to them that to 
follow the Confucian moral codes is anachronistic. The particular stance 
Xingzhi adopts is a critical one. She constantly criticizes Yu for his treat
ment of his wife and challenges her boyfriend if he shows any sign of male 
chauvinism. As part of the discourse on modernization, her critique cen
ters on the victimization of women by the traditional moral order. 

It is necessary to contextualize the character Xingzhi, who serves in the 
narrative as the mouthpiece of the Party's modernization policy. The dis
course on women's liberation was predominant during the Cultural Revo
lution. It was politically suppressed in the post-Mao era because of its 
association with Jiangqing and the Gang of Four. The textual strategy 
aimed at containing excessive female desire within the bounds of the patri
archy, which has been identified in The In-Laws, illustrates the fate of 
Chinese feminist discourse quite vividly. The reemergence of a pseudo-
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feminist discourse occurred only when it was recruited by the Party in its 
modernization drive. There, the reconstruction of female subjectivity and 
desire is permeated with a discourse of consumerism that encourages 
women to participate in mass consumption - the motivation as well as the 
effect of modernization. When asked what she really wants, Tao Chun, 
inspired by the new life-style of Xingzhi, implies that she would like to be 
decently dressed up so that she could go and see the train pulled by a loco
motive (symbol of progress) that brings new ideas as well as consumer 
goods into this secluded mountainous region. 

This reconstruction of female subjectivity contains other political over
tones. For instance, although the discourse on modernization voiced by 
Xingzhi in the text challenges the sexual inequality inherent in the tradi
tional moral discourse, it does not in any way question the conventional 
notion of the sexual division of labor. In the film, the two male characters 
engage in community work: Yu operates the ferry for the local commu
nity, and Minghan runs an oil extraction machine for the commune. The 
two women, Tao in particular, engage in farming as well as domestic 
work. Although the contract system is already in force in the film, the dis
tinction between husband's work as communal and wife's work as purely 
domestic is clearly marked. In the rural context of China, domestic work 
involves not only household maintenance and child rearing but also ani
mal husbandry and vegetable production on the private plot. 

The emphasis on the contribution of the wife works in support of the 
new Party policy on privatization. This is because the representation of 
the sexual division of labor in this film signifies the sometimes conflictual 
and sometimes complementary relationship between two different modes 
of production: communal and private. Since agricultural collectivization 
in the early 1950S, the issue of the private plot of each peasant household 
has been hotly debated again and again. The leftists in the Party have 
called it the "capitalist's tail" which must be cut off, while the rightists 
insist that it should be allowed to exist in order to subsidize peasant family 
income. In Country Couple, as in a number of other films, private enter
prise is metonymically represented in feminine and domestic terms (partly 
due to the fact that private enterprise in China in the 1980s is largely con
fined to family-based, self-employed economic activities), which allows it 
to appropriate a set of connotations vital to the pathos of the text: produc
tivity and victimization. Indeed, these connotations are traditionally asso-
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ciated with the image of the maternal in family melodrama. The valoriza
tion of women's sacrifice, one major convention of the Chinese family 
melodrama, is often used to evoke public sympathy for the process of 
privatization, a major policy change in the Party's modernization drive. A 
much clearer example of this tendency is a recent popular melodramatic 
text, Hibiscus Town (1987), in which the leading female protagonist is an 
entrepreneur whose thriving private business becomes the cause of her suf
fering during the Cultural Revolution. 

However, there is a double edge to this emphasis on the contribution of 
the wife, for it can also be seen as an endorsement of the ever-stronger 
demand of the disadvantaged for a larger share of the formal power of the 
state as well as the family. The unequal distribution of power as well as 
wealth is effectively disguised by an ideology that makes women a princi
ple of division and discord, which has its material basis in the existence of 
a mode of production based on the sexual division of labor. In view of 
this, one might say that the emphasis on the contribution of the wife 
toward the welfare of the family can be seen as a first step toward chal
lenging it. 

In Country Couple there are moments when the patriarchal discourse 
that underwrites the construction of female subjectivity is made explicit. 
Melodrama can be approached either as a specific cinematic genre spe
cializing in heterosexual and family relations or a pervasive mode across 
popular culture (Gledhill 1987). Peter Brooks (1978, xiii, 188), in his con
cern with melodrama as a mode of conception and expression - or, in his 
words, "as a certain fictional system for making sense of experience" -
describes it as "a mode of excess: the postulation of signified in excess of 
the possibilities of the signifier, which in turn produced an excessive signi
fier." This excessive mode of the melodramatic expression in Country 
Couple, which lies partly in an elaborate texture of metaphors, parables, 
and riddles, makes possible a progressive reading of the text. 

Central to the meaning of the text is the riddle of a bamboo pole. In one 
scene when hungry children are waiting for Tao to return from the field to 
cook for them, the daughter poses the riddle to the younger brother to 
amuse him: "What is green with leaves at home, but thin and yellow away 
from home? Dipped under water again and again, it comes up dripping 
with tears." At this moment, the little boy sees Tao coming back from the 
field and runs toward her, crying "Mama." The paradigmatic significance 
of the riddle can be made clear by the following equation. 
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Narrative Male Patriarchal "Socialist" Traditional 
Syntagm Subject Family State Ideology 

Subject Boatman Husband Ruling Elite Patron 
Object His Pole Wife The Masses Client 

(signifier of 
the Phallus) 

The "intended" signified of the riddle is the bamboo pole, which the 
husband Yu uses to move the ferryboat across the river. The riddle as a 
signifying chain actualizes a subject-object relationship. Homologous to 
the narrative text as a symbolic representation, it also, to some extent, 
reveals the premises of its patriarchal discourse. In the domestic context in 
which the riddle is articulated, the signified of the riddle shifts from the 
bamboo pole to the mother. The introduction of this new signified turns 
the riddle itself into a metaphor of the husband-wife relationship within 
the traditional family context. But there is a social dimension to the riddle 
as well. The image of the boat implied in the riddle is a rather conven
tional symbol for the state or society as a whole. In the political discourse 
of the 1960s and the early 1970s, the Party leadership was often referred to 
as a helmsman. Here the riddle, or the narrative for that matter, as a spe
cific syntagm, is also capable of illustrating the homology of asymmetrical 
power relations in terms of gender and class existing at the level of the 
state as well as that of the family. 

Although the text indicates that there is a significant change in the hus
band's attitude toward the wife after she is hospitalized, it also suggests 
that this change is motivated by the realization that he has neglected his 
duty toward the welfare of his wife in return for her loyalty. Thus the self
criticism he undertakes still operates within the traditional patron-clien
tage paradigm, which applies not only to the interpersonal relationships 
within the Chinese family but also to the relationship between the ruling 
elite within the Party and the people in general under patriarchal social
ism. The former is supposed to display an almost paternal concern for and 
responsiveness to the needs of the latter, who in turn should display abso
lute filial and political loyalty to the former. The reorientation toward 
economic development indicated by the changes in the Party's policies are 
often interpreted as a genuine response to the needs of the people. But 
from a political perspective, it can be seen as an attempt to accumulate 
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symbolic capital vital to the exercise of what Bourdieu (1977) calls sym
bolic violence that functions to shroud the relations of domination in 
terms of Confucian moral codes such as mutual obligation and depen
dency. This can be seen clearly in those sequences of the film when Yu 
decides to buy Tao new clothes as well as agrees to her demand to see the 
locomotive. He even tries to reverse the roles of husband and wife. In a 
rather moving sequence when Tao is discharged from the hospital, we see 
that the daughter presents her with the academic record that needs the sig
nature of the family head. Bitten by remorse, Yu suggests that Tao should 
sign it. Tao refuses, saying it is not right. It is only when Yu insists that she 
does finally sign. A closeup shot of her name in Chinese characters accom
panied by sentimental music constitutes a strong emotional appeal, signal
ing that the husband finally recognizes the wife's rightful place within the 
family. But it is ironic that her action is totally dictated by the husband 
and therefore her inscription bears the unmistakable mark of the (Party 
and the family) patriarchy. 

CONCLUSION 

A political perspective is assumed in this study of the Chinese family melo
drama of the early 1980s which views China's modernization campaign as 
a strategy adopted by the new leadership to cope with the legitimation cri
sis it faced in the post-Mao era. Although the new policies made under the 
slogan of modernization have brought about significant changes in Chi
nese social and economic life, the basic power structure of Chinese society 
remains largely unchanged. As is made clear in the above analysis of the 
three films, this formal power structure remains very much intact because 
the visible political changes very much result from the recirculation of the 
informal power relations. This circulation of power in both the public and 
the domestic spheres continues to be regulated by the economy of the 
exchange of a specific form of symbolic capital, which is a set of ethical 
codes based on a curious combination of Confucian and communist prin
ciples. 

Deeply rooted in the normative structure of Chinese culture, this basic 
power structure is perpetuated in various forms of social representation 
and social practice. The Chinese family melodrama as a specific form of 
social representation provides us with a typical example. By examining in 
great detail the social inscription of the Chinese family melodrama and the 
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ideological implications of this inscription, this essay not only reveals the 
extent to which the melodramatic narrative functions as a symbolic 
response to the general sociopolitical confrontation and the complication 
as they are transposed into domestic terms but also explores the ways in 
which the film representation of this conflict exerts a form of symbolic 
power over its viewers by implicating them in the actual social processes. 

This symbolic power lies mainly in the capacity of the text to use the 
habitual mode of perception of the Chinese along with its patriarchal logic 
that both informs the viewer's understanding of the social realities and 
conditions his or her social practice. The adoption of the habitual mode of 
perception, embodied in various narrative strategies as well as the cine
matic structure of the Chinese family melodrama, while preparing the 
viewer / subject for the process of actual social change, also contributes to 
the perpetuation of those asymmetrical power relations of domination 
and exploitation in the Chinese social and political organization that are 
now beginning to take a new and increasingly modernized guise. 

Ma Ning, a Chinese film critic, is currently a Ph.D. candidate in film studies at 
Monash University in Australia. This essay is partly based on his dissertation on 
Chinese family melodrama. 
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Fate and the Family Sedan 

MEAGHAN MORRIS 

SINCE THIS PAPER takes as its focus a very localized concept of family 
and cinema - neither Eastern nor Western but southeast Australian - I'd 
like to start with a story about space and ethnocentrism. 

Recently I took a visiting American to a Sydney surfing beach, and we 
swapped cultural comparisons. In spite of the gulf between "Hawaii" (his 
referent for myths of The Beach) and Cronulla, our exchange of differ
ences was easy enough until he told me a legend he had heard in Hawaii 
that one day Australia would sink and The Last Wave appear on the hori
zon. Suddenly I found myself confronted with "the stark impossibility of 
thinking that." According to Foucault in The Order of Things, this is an 
experience that should lead us to apprehend, in the "exotic charm" of 
another system of thought, the limitation of our own. But I wanted to 

defend, not deconstruct, my spatial system. Australia is a continent the 
size of the United States; it could not possibly sink! Besides, Sydney people 
know about The Last Wave. That's what happens when, after a massive 
earthquake, California sinks - and a mile-high tsunami wipes out every
thing in the Pacific, the whole East Coast of Australia with most of our 
major cities, then breaks on the barrier of mountains protecting the 
deserts, and the "Western" towns, beyond. 

I wanted to argue at length the plausibility of my scenario, but my 
friend was more interested in his discovery that Mercator's projection can 
be misleading than he was in the facts about The Wave. So when I tried to 
know my limitations I realized that if someone from the American Mid
west may take flat maps on trust but not the myth of the final tsunami, in 
my heart of hearts as an East Coast Australian my beliefs run the other 
way round. The map is an evident fiction; the myth defines a potential 
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event. Peter Weir's The Last Wave is one of the most terrifying films I have 
seen. 

In my dreams, however, and in the half-serious speculation around the 
sporadic wave-panics that recur in Sydney culture, the apocalyptic narra
tive rarely leads to the mystic vision achieved by Richard Chamberlain in 
Weir's film, where the quest for truth leads east from the desert through 
the sewers of the city to the beach, and Revelation. Nor does it end heroi
cally, with the action-image favored by surfers dreaming in the opposite 
direction of a thousand-mile ride west from Sydney Harbour Bridge to 
Uluru (Ayer's Rock) in the central desert inland. Instead, the fundamental 
scenario takes the form of a gruesome crazy comedy, ending in freeze
frame chaos: three million cars jammed motionless, between the coast and 
the mountains, as the sky fills with waves. 

But fear of inundation need not work through a narrative image of 
unprecedented rupture. As the scenario of environmental (including viral) 
disaster begins, in popular narrative, to complement or even displace 
nuclear war as a model of the probable future, a creeping gradualism 
invests existing stories with a new inevitability, a sense of a process begun. 
The Wave, in this historicized perspective, is already coming. A recent 
East Coast poll suggested that 75 percent of Australians knew about the 
greenhouse effect and thought that "something should be done about it." 
Even allowing for the peculiarities of polling as a media event, this is an 
extraordinary result. It is true that the news at the time was full of "green
house" stories about fire in Brazil, drought and fire in the United States, 
and the flood in Bangladesh. But the news had also been full of stories 
about a referendum to reform the Australian constitution. According to 
the polls, only some 40 percent of the population knew that Australia had 
a constitution (and a huge majority voted "no" to reforms including free
dom of religion, human rights, and more democracy). 

In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau argues that polls 
(like ratings, surveys, market research, talking heads, news stories) act as 
mechanisms for "establishing the real" in belief-depleted societies. We do 
not "believe" directly, but obliquely, through a process of disavowal. The 
citational practices of media allow us the detour of believing a fiction of 
what other people elsewhere believe, while we stay skeptical ourselves: 
"the 'real' is what, in a given place, reference to another place makes peo
ple believe in" (De Certeau 1984, 188). It is in this sense that in 1988 Aus
tralia, the Greenhouse Effect is predicated as "real" ("no longer a science 
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fiction scenario," as one media story put it) for a majority of people "out 
there" to a degree that the constitution, like most of the mechanisms for 
"doing something" about impending disasters, is not. It is in this sense too 
that Australians are established to themselves in our media as environ
mentally sensitive, but politically indifferent. 

On a recent publicity tour, the film star Jack Thompson detailed the 
achievements of white Australians in a mere two hundred years: 50 per
cent of the native forests gone, 75 percent of the rainforest, deserts 
increased from 20 percent to 40 percent of the continent, dozens of native 
plant and animal species extinct, and over two thousand more (including 
the koala) under threat in the next ten years. Traditional Anglo-Austra
lian culture was notoriously nervous, rather than "sensitive," about 
Nature, and about the otherness of the Australian landscape judged by 
European norms (particularly when "Nature" and "Landscape" were 
allowed to include "Aborigines"). As late as 1960, the architectural theo
rist Robin Boyd, in The Australian Ugliness, described suburban culture -
with its dream of an endless distribution of tidy family homes on their 
quarter-acre blocks - as "arborophobic." In the larger framework of a 
socioeconomic analysis, Geoffrey Bolton entitled his history of the Austra
lian environment since the British invasion in 1788, Spoils and Spoilers 
(1981). His fourth chapter, about the nineteenth century, is called "They 
Hated Trees." 

To complete my own establishment of a real, I'll cite two more media 
items. A few weeks ago, a federal government minister casually 
announced that more than 50 percent of Australian households now con
tain only one or two people. He was not simply pointing out that in spite 
of a widely proclaimed nostalgia for "the family" (felt in Australia as else
where), the classic nuclear model usually invoked is now a minority 
option. He wanted action to change our land-use and housing habits to 
match resources to a transformed "family life": urban sprawl structured 
by car trips between increasingly distant key sites must at long last give 
way to more medium-density housing. This warning, offered as a plan
ning proposal, was presented on TV as a science fiction scenario. Yet a fair 
degree of "reality" was accorded to a comment by another minister that as 
our coasts become eroded and our deserts expand, hundreds of thousands 
of families "will have to be moved." 

What interests me in these juxtapositions is a drifting sense in media of 
a society on a collision course with its own conditions of possibility - and 
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of an imperative to action seen as indispensable, yet improbable. What I 
want to do is make some generalizations about the historically dominant 
modes of representing the family as a problem (social, affective, "ecologi
cal") in Australian cinema, then look in more detail at some uses, within 
this context, of the car as an agent of action. I want to consider cars as 
mobile, encapsulating vehicles of critical thinking about the family and 
familial space - articulating a conflict between a "society" and an "envi
ronment" which are nonetheless mutually, and historically, entailed. 

THE PHOBIC FAMILY 

"Naturally, the family must be targeted": this is how Susan Dermody and 
Elizabeth Jacka (1988, 139) sum up a major action theme of Kennedy-Mil
ler's Mad Max, as well as the enmeshing of "anxiety and joy" in its violent 
abolition of the domestic sphere for a petrol-and-speed-crazed future. The 
word naturally refers to the narrative logic of the film, in which a spectac
ular opening chase-and-crash sequence smashes a family caravan, but 
spares a woman and child on the road - thus preparing for the final run
ning down of Max's own wife and child by a gang of vengeful bikies. But 
the naturally also refers to a broader sense of inevitability created by an 
inordinate number of Australian films made before Mad Max (1979), and 
SInce. 

Max was not the only Australian film of its time to use the extermina
tion of the nuclear family - or its enabling condition, the heterosexual 
couple - as a device to "fuel the moral economy of the narrative" 
(Dermody and Jacka 1988). In Colin Eggleston's horror road-movie Long 
Weekend (1977), an awful suburban couple drive to a lonely beach to 
repair a relationship made even more miserable by the wife's recent abor
tion. Both films begin with an explicit image of "targeting": in Mad Max, 
a brutal cop (The Big Bopper) holds a couple making love in the telescopic 
sight of his gun; in Long Weekend, Peter (John Hargreaves) parks his car, 
takes a gun from a camper-van, and targets his wife at the window. 

In Max, this routine assimilation of male violence and vision is a pre
lude to the first chase sequence that almost kills a child (car windscreens 
replacing the gun-sights). In Long Weekend, it sets the mood of the tourist 
quest. From the moment they drive off, Peter and Marcia (Briony Behets) 
casually destroy their environment as they gnaw away at each other - lit
tering, burning, chopping, spraying, smashing an eagle's egg, and shoot-
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ing a harmless dugong just in case it is a shark. Nature takes its revenge, 
and the upshot of their campsite efforts at domestic bliss is that night 
bush-noises terrorize Peter into killing Marcia with a spear-gun. He runs 
wildly though a labyrinth of trees and out onto the road - where, like the 
villain at the end of Mad Max, he is splattered by a passing truck. In Long 
Weekend, however, it is a bird and not the bereaved husband who (by fly
ing at the driver) engineers the fatal collision. 

There are other differences between the two films, to which I shall 
return. First, I want to consider how bleak and hypercritical in general 
Australian cinema has been about nuclear family life and male-female 
relationships (especially in a contemporary setting). "Nuclear" family is an 
old-fashioned phrase these days, even in feminist criticism: but it is the 
right one, I think, to define the Thing that haunts the couples, trinities and 
quartets of so much Australian cinema. 

For if its apocalyptic elimination of the wife-and-child was, by our cine
ma's standards, "natural," Mad Max was unusual in presenting its hero as 
having been happy as a husband and father. From Ted Kotcheff's Wake in 
Fright (1971, a.k.a. Outback) to John Dingwall's Phobia (1988), the pre
vailing themes have been violence, hostility, alienation, misery, and a dif
ference in values and desires between the sexes that verges on incommen
surability. Rather than list dozens of films, suffice it to say that in one of 
the first feature-length films of the Australian revival, the compilation film 
Libido (1973), it is the segment called The Family Man (a businessman out 
on the town with the boys while his wife recovers from childbirth) that 
deals with misogyny, hypocrisy, and rape. There is an interesting reso
nance (in this respect only) with Tracey Moffat's dramatic essay Nice Col
oured Girls (1987). Intercut with passages of colonial white male discourse 
on Aboriginal women are sequences where Aboriginal women tell how 
they cruise and rob drunken white men out on the town today. One of the 
women says of a victim, "He should be home with his family." 

Women, white as well as black, have played a peripheral part in most 
Australian cinema. Yet as the heavily ironic realism of The Family Man 
(and its title) suggests, this marginalization of "real women" has not usu
ally been accompanied by a compensatory or enabling investment in an 
imaginary of "Woman" or "the Feminine" - unless one accords those 
terms a degree of abstraction that effaces all social reference (and with it, 
cultural difference). The racist fantasies analyzed by Moffat are most 
likely to bring a discourse on Woman into play, but on the whole, both 
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racism and sexism tend, in Australian films, toward effecting (and reen
acting) a process of total erasure of the figure of the Other. This process 
en-genders a relentless, circular critique of white masculinity that admits 
few compensations (cars, drinking, and mateship recur), yet rarely imag
ines change. Australian cinema has been full of sad larrikins with lost illu
sions left alone in the end with their beer (The Office Picnic), their car 
(The F.J. Holden), or their camera (Newsfront). 

There are few romantic comedies in Australian cinema; few fully devel
oped adult love stories, fewer still with happy endings; "family entertain
ment" here suggests a horse saga rather than a wholesome suburban 
romp. The rare women characters with major roles do not usually find 
ultimate "fulfillment" with a man: either he dies (Caddie), and fails her 
(Winter of Our Dreams), or she just survives the encounter (Monkey 
Grip, Fran), and dies (Careful, He Might Hear You). Sometimes, with a 
bit more luck, she heads off with a girlfriend (Puberty Blues) or daughter 
(High Tide) and leaves the country (Going Down, Maybe This Time). 
The better-known exceptions to this segregationist (rather than separatist) 
norm have usually been made for export to the u.s. market (Crocodile 
Dundee) or as coproductions where American values predominate (Peter 
Weir's The Year of Living Dangerously) or - to exceed the definition of 
"Australian cinema" for the sake of a comparison - by Australian direc
tors working abroad (Weir's Witness, Gillian Armstrong's Mrs Soffel, 
Bruce Beresford's Tender Mercies and Places of the Heart). In their local 
productions, all three directors have made films in which love was not a 
central issue (The Last Wave, Armstrong's Starstruck, Beresford's Breaker 
Morant), or in which it takes marginal, rebellious, or extraordinary 
forms. 1 

For it is not passion or involvement per se that is "targeted" from the 
outset as doomed or crisis-ridden. On the contrary, Australian cinema is 
full of positivity for strange possibilities: men fall deeply in love with 
unhuman landscapes (Plains of Heaven), women are ravished by hunks of 
granite (Picnic at Hanging Rock), and the documentary Cane Toads is 
perhaps the closest thing we have so far to a study of amour fou. There are 
plenty of gangs, groups, and "tribes" (Mouth to Mouth, Going Down, 
The Road Warrior), tender adolescents (The Year My Voice Broke), and 
adoptive families (Malcolm, Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome). Consist
ently, it is the white, well-off, mature heterosexual unit - the Oedipal 
inspiration and solution for so much American and European cinema, in 
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so many different genres - that signifies failure, disaster, the endemic 
nonviability of a certain way of life. 

But it would be an empirical, as well as a theoretical, mistake simply to 
read in this traumatized image a generally accepted reflection of everyday 
social experience. Australian television drama, for example, creates a 
quite different impression of family life. From the early series "Bell bird" 
and "Number 96" to "A Country Practice" and the suburban-soap 
"Neighbours" today, the most popular local shows have created a glowing 
Australia of loving couples, happy families, and friendly communities, an 
image that is often received as socially "realistic" - in contrast to "Dynas
ty," "Dallas," or the British "Eastenders" (often called "unbelievably" 
grim). Furthermore, a substantial documentary cinema offers much more 
nuanced and varied representations of family life than either film or TV 

drama. Few fictional Australian women have been created with the detail 
of Gillian Armstrong's documentary trilogy Smokes and Lollies, 14's 
Good, 18's Better, and Bingo, Bridesmaids and Braces. 

From a survey like this, it is easy to move into the territory of great 
myths and conundrums of white Australian history (e.g., "Why does Aus
tralia have no literature of love?"). I prefer to stress the distinctiveness of 
the feature-film industry by noting one more of its peculiarities. Apart 
from The Year of Living Dangerously, I know of only four films with 
Asian settings: The Man from Hong Kong (a martial-arts adventure), 
Felicity (softcore porn), The Odd Angry Shot (a Vietnam War comedy), 
and John Duigan's Far East (a partial remake of Casablanca). "Setting" is 
the word, not "encounter": all four activate myths of "Asian-ness" (alien, 
exotic, mysterious, erotic) in order to enhance or differentiate white Aus
tralian subjectivities. Far East has a touch of actuality with its revision of 
Rick as an ugly Australian in the bar-sex trade of a vaguely Philippines
like country, but its title admits the Hollywood nostalgia that motivates 
the quartet. Australians really speaking of Asian countries will normally 
say "far North." 

Again, it is to documentary and television production that one must 
look for a complex and current sense of "Australia" as a culturally and 
racially mixed society in the Asia-Pacific region. When compared to the 
nostalgic insularity of the mainstream commercial cinema, ordinary mini
series like A Town Like Alice, Vietnam, Cowra Break-out, and A Danger
ous Life, documentaries like Gary Kildea's Celso and Cora: A Manila 
Story, Dennis O'Rourke's Yumi Yet, Ileksen, and Cannibal Tours, First 
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Contact by Robyn Anderson and Bob Connelly, Bali Tryptich, even the 
routine TV current affairs shows screening every week, all appear to 
emerge, if not from a different country, then from another time in that 
country, with a different sense of its place. 

Dermody and Jacka argue in The Screening of Australia that the spe
cific economic problems and cultural contradictions of a "second" feature
film industry in a "dominion capitalist" (neocolonial) country have pro
duced "a particularly inward national drama" (Dermody and Jacka 1988, 
19; my emphasis). Its "social imaginary," in Elsaesser's phrase, is consti
tuted by a series of double binds, organized by the central dilemma of 
affirming national "identity" (international product-differentiation) while 
denying too much "difference" (internationally unintelligible product). 
This imperative in turn fosters a mode of address dependent on a homoge
nizing play of recognition - in which an iconic white "masculinity" bears, 
at all levels of textual production in a great many films, the burden of 
generating "Australian-ness." At the same time, an interest in Australian 
history and sense of place is easily articulated as an anxiety about the sin
gularity of its "proper" national time, and space. 

This argument at least helps to explain some of the differences in 
emphasis between the feature-film industry and TV or documentary pro
duction with some access to more flexible funding and distribution possi
bilities. It would also allow a convenient mapping of the implosive family 
narratives of Australian cinema on to its troubled thematics of landscape 
and its exclusionary focus on the narcissistic structure that is called in 
Australia, "white guilt." The sense of "inwardness" can then be analyzed 
as a territorial imaginary of closure, in which the family "unit," menaced 
from without and collapsing from within, works as an allegorical dis
placement of larger historic (national) and geographic (continental) fears. 
This is a cinema of borders, spatial oppositions (fragile coastline, dry 
heart), doomed voyages "in" and "out"; figures heterogeneous to the white 
male quest (women, Aborigines, "foreigners") are admitted to its space, if 
at all, as intruders, outsiders, and extras encountered in time en route. 

However the "inwardness" of Australian cinema is also an effect of a 
critical discourse that takes, too literally (and perhaps more literally than 
some of the films), its "national" borders on trust. For we could just as 
well say that there is a certain "ecological" truthfulness to the fatalistic 
image of the Western nuclear family in so much Australian cinema, to its 
critique of masculinity, and even to the impulse of "white guilt." Of course 
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it is a limited truthfulness. But feminist critics have often asked men, in 
recent years, to look at themselves and "masculinity," rather than women 
and "femininity," as a way of responding to feminism. How to respond, 
now, to a cinema that has looked at very little else is a question posed by 
Australian films in turn to their feminist critics. 

There is also a question of responding when a male-narcissistic econ
omy does try to "imagine" change. John Dingwall's Phobia, for example, 
can be read as a critique of Long Weekend. Eggleston's is a classic guilt 
film, full of "the self-loathing of liberal Australians for their material and 
spiritual sins against the continent" (with the woman as the original sin
ner, her abortion the ultimate crime) (Dermody and Jacka 1988, 126). 
Unlike Max (where at least the hero ends up with his car) and The Last 
Wave (where romantic Aboriginal mediators guide the whites to doom), 
Long Weekend admits no possibility of change or redemption by any 
human agency this side of natural holocaust. Phobia has similar elements 
- a white suburban milieu, with only two characters, a childless couple 
about to break up - and a similar opening sequence: a nervous woman 
enclosing herself in the home, an angry husband returning by car. 

But this couple never takes to the road. Instead, the family domain - a 
high-fenced house with a giant garden - works as an enclosure within and 
against the limits of which their "journeys" are played out. Renate is 
agoraphobic: the fence once meant security, but when she wants to leave 
her husband, it quickly defines a prison. David, a psychiatrist, wants her 
to stay and exacerbates her fears. A very simple reversal is performed 
when it turns out that the "original" agoraphobic is David. Beginning to 
break free, Renate survives a final mayhem of Long Weekend-like occur
rences: massacred chickens, near-impalement, a run through a labyrinth 
of trees; then, summoning all her strength, she leaves David in a scream
ing heap, opens up the gates, and walks out into the world. 

In terms of a short survey of Australian cinema families, two interesting 
shifts occur between Long Weekend and Phobia. One is that Renate 
(played by Polish-Australian actress Gosia Dobrowolska) is European. 
David (Sean Scully) claims that her illness is a response to her "foreign" 
experience in an alien, hostile territory. But she refuses to conflate the 
walls of her home with the isolation of Australia or the otherness of its 
culture. She isn't doomed to endure a stifled life; it has just been a lousy 
marnage. 

The other shift is of course that in Phobia, a particular man is the oppo-
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nent, not Man or Nature, and the woman not only survives the crisis but 
takes control of her destiny. More subtly, however, this happens through a 
rejection of one of the great formal metaphors of narrative subjectivity, 
mastery, agency, and power in Australian action-cinema: the Car. At the 
beginning of both films, the men are seen at the wheel. Toward the end of 
Long Weekend, Marcia decides to opt out of Peter's suicidal scenario for 
toughing it out against Nature and roars off alone in the van. But her fate 
has been sealed: terrified by trees, she drives in a circle back to the beach. 
When agoraphobic Renate succeeds in defying her destiny where arboro
phobic Marcia fails, she is acting against extraordinary odds: Renate can't 
even drive. 

DEAD-END DRIVING, DESIRING MACHINES 

"I can drive!": the last line of Peter Weir's The Cars That Ate Paris cele
brates another release from phobia and the endowing of a hero, with his 
savoir-pouvoir-faire. In this film, however, it is a frail, timid, "foreign" 
man who triumphs over a crippling disability, masters his environment, 
and is empowered to escape or salvage an auto-mobilic regime. 

A fatal accident has given Arthur Waldo (Terry Camilleri) a phobia 
about driving. No more suitable victim could land in the hospital of Paris 
- an isolated town in rural Australia, whose economy and society entirely 
depends on car-nage. Paris lives by causing crashes and scavenging the 
wrecks, recycling both metal and human components. A hierarchical 
social structure defends its traditional "way of life": outsiders are 
devoured or deflected, law and order strictly maintained (Arthur, adopted 
by The Mayor, becomes a parking attendant). The regime is epitomized 
by The Mayor (John Meillon): a patriotic Parisian who speaks in a stream 
of pieties and platitudes as garbled in their way as the dinosaur-machines 
made from car parts by the youth of the town. They are the revolutiona
ries: embracing the fuel-and-blood-sucking violence disavowed by the 
men who run it, they create and tenderly cherish a hybrid species of killer 
cars. When the cars attack the town on the night of a Pioneer Ball, Arthur, 
the chronic passenger, must overcome his phobia, get into the driver's 
seat, and gain the power to act. 

Released in 1974, two years after the formal ending of both the White 
Australia Policy and Australia's involvement in the Vietnam War, The 
Cars That Ate Paris is in part a horror-comedy about heterophobic isola-



FATE AND THE FAMILY SEDAN I23 

tionism: the cultural logic that makes it possible to invade another country 
to "stop them coming over here." Paris is a community that cannot toler
ate change, difference, or new influence. Dreaming of splendid self-suffi
ciency, it is in reality a parasitic structure that could not survive without 
outsiders. Its "families," steering between incest and celibacy, are repro
duced like its cars - by making over and adopting the "remnants" of the 
wrecks (the most damaged, the Vegies, are used for medical experiments). 
Arthur's sad adoptive mother, bullied by The Mayor and terrorized by 
The Cars, is so starved for new human contact that she almost eats him 
alive. 

One of the organizing metaphors of The Cars That Ate Paris is "con
sumption," and the film's prelude is a beautiful-lifestyle ad: a proto-yuppie 
couple drive away in a glamorous car and roll off the road to oblivion. 
Later films in the car-crash genre - like Midnite Spares, Runnin' on 
Empty, and the Mad Max trilogy - made more optimistic use of con
sumer-bricolage, social-mobility, and cultural-hybridization motifs "em
bodied" (at least by postmodernist critics) in their fantasy cars. Midnite 
Spares, for example, is a youth comedy in which the hero builds and 
drives drag-racers, quests through the spare-parts gangland to avenge his 
murdered father, defends harassed Vietnamese immigrants, seduces (in 
car and caravan) a Greek-Australian girl, and charms her protective 
family. 

Only the Max films, however, developed the historic anxieties that gave 
the metal monsters of The Cars That Ate Paris their seriousness, menace, 
and wit. For in Cars, it is precisely the purist isolationism of Paris that 
breeds, like an enemy within, the truly deviant car. Neither a fetish, nor 
an adjunct to male activity, the mutant machine begins to connect with its 
assembler in a new supra-subject of desire and action. Old distinctions 
between parts (man/machine, user/tool, driver/vehicle) become obscure, 
archaic, ancien regime, like The Mayor's administration. The cars supply 
the "difference" denied by Paris, and the product of their semi-incestuous 
union with the men who remake them is not Man but Car. 

It is this impossible drive past a final erasure of "femininity" (and 
beyond the usual scenario in films like Carpenter's Christine, where a car 
becomes a woman) that Margaret Dodd explores in her short film This 
Woman Is Not A Car (I97S). In a rape scene where a group of mechanics 
caress, "undress," and finally wreck a housewife's car, the woman disap
pears from the scene in a way that suggests that she, not the car, has been 
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the figurative "substitute" for the real object of desire. Or rather, she 
returns as that desire's reluctant vehicle. At the end of the film, she gives 
birth to a baby car. 

Some fairly obvious conclusions could be drawn from this about a tech
nophiliac imaginary and male desires for auto-genesis. However 1 am 
more interested here in the uses of such an "imaginary," and rather 
extreme desire, in Australian cinema. It is important not to suppress its 
ambiguities and local resonances: Arthur's cry (as Paris is consumed) - "I 
can drive!" - is a wickedly comic moment, as much an expression of joy 
at the last-minute, ludicrous redemption of a hopeless case as a hint of 
more carnage to come. 

Jon Stratton (1983, 55) suggests that the intensity associated with what 
he calls the "car icon" in Australian films has to do with the way that cars 
here combine an ideal of personalizing ("far in excess of the notion of 'cus
tomizing' which suggests an acknowledgement of the car as commodity") 
with one of relocating the domestic sphere. The lovingly reconstituted car 
denies both the market economy and alienated labor; the mobile home 
offers a utopian space to escape or "reconstitute" sexual and family rela
tions. So in a country with huge distances and isolated centers of sparse 
population, cars promise a rabid freedom, a manic subjectivity: they offer 
danger and safety, violence and protection, sociability and privacy, libera
tion and confinement, power and imprisonment, mobility and stasis. The 
way that anyone of these oppositions can reverse and swing into new 
alignments with the others suggests the car's semantic potential for 
extreme volatility. Writing of The Cars That Ate Paris, Dermody and 
Jacka put the problem more simply: our cars kill us, and without them we 
would die. 

Discussing desire in narrative, Teresa de Lauretis (1984, 121) suggests 
that for female spectators, identification may be split between two mythi
cal positions: hero (mythical subject) and boundary (spatially fixed object, 
personified obstacle). Now in road movies the car can represent both the 
subject (male-hero-human) and the female-boundary-obstacle-space of his 
trajectory. Perhaps, then, the peculiar pleasure of road movies from "one's 
own" national cinema derives from the way that cars offer us the third 
possibility of a rapid, two-way transit between the position of hero and 
that greater Australian "space" of visual as well as narrative identification, 
the Landscape (Environment, "Nature"). This might help to explain our 
consent (mine, anyway) to the "homogenizing" use of iconic masculinity 
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in these films to organize "Australian-ness," as Dermody and Jacka 
describe it: Man + Car + Outback = spectatorial bliss. 

In Australian narrative cinema, however, and in road movies in particu
lar, defeminizing the "boundary" is commonly the object of the hero's 
quest. The more interesting problem for me is then to reconsider those 
social realist films that mayor may not offer an explicit spectacle of drive
and-crash but do thematize (to use a term appropriate to their aesthetic) 
the relationships that real women may have to the space inside the 
"boundary" of a driver-hero's most intimate environment, his car. 

In Michael Thornhill's The F.]. Holden (1977), the movement of bodies 
in and out of the hero's beloved F.J. articulates a familiar struggle between 
heterosexual love and male friendship. Set in the working-class suburbs of 
western Sydney, this is a road movie in which the road circles round a self
contained universe - and in which, for both love and the hero, the ride is 
mostly downhill. The F.J. zooms between a set of social spaces strictly 
coded by gender: the pub (male-dominated, where women are targeted by 
men), the shopping center (female-dominated, where men are checked out 
by women), and the home, a "mixed" space in which women work, men 
relax, and contact between the sexes takes the form of minimalistic talk 
over meals. The F.J. itself (a 1953 all-Australian icon) is a young man's 
domain. In this film, girls don't drive: the courtship of Kevin (Paul 
Couzens) and Anne (Eva Dickinson) is swiftly negotiated through his 
offers of a lift. 

Anne's rights to the passenger seat, and to privacy with Kevin in the car, 
always remain tenuous. The stronger claimant is Kevin's mate Bob (Carl 
Stevens). With Bob, the car is not used as a privatizing capsule but as an 
in-and-out passage to Action: cruising, chasing, racing, drinking, and 
"working on the car." The second sequence of the film sets out the terms of 
the capsule/passage conflict: a van parked at night, a girl inside, a mixed 
group outside drinking. An interested male falls into the van, undressing 
while he finishes his beer. His mates offer help, he refuses ("unless you 
want to get behind and push"); they persist, he gets annoyed and kicks 
them out. That is serious (the scene is comic): this couple will get engaged. 
Similarly, on Anne's first night out in the car with Kevin, Bob squeezes in 
the front seat with them and assumes his right to join in. The difference is, 
Kevin lets him: Anne puts up with Bob's attentions before Kevin takes his 
turn. From then on, Bob tails the lovers (he is relegated, for the duration, 
to the back of the car). 
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The gendered spatial determinism accepted by this film is so absolute 
that Anne only rebels when Bob's voyeurism violates her space, her bed
room. When she refuses Kevin's drunken efforts at reconciliation, it is in 
the kitchen of a girlfriend's family home. Kevin in retreat smashes the 
front door, drives off in the F.J. with Bob, then tries (and fails) to talk seri
ously to his mate - as they sit in the car smashing bottles on the asphalt of 
a deserted park. 

The "mapping" of events in the film is worth describing here in detail 
because it is so schematic. The dispute over the car as capsule or transit 
space is used metonymically to expound the rules that define, and strictly 
delimit, the possibilities of a whole society. In spite of the car's promise of 
wildness and freedom, the working-class suburbia of The F.J. Holden is a 
totally ordered environment: its spaces are so circumscribed, and its social 
dynamic so circular, that the "hero's" trajectory is a dead-end drive. Anne 
- woman as mateship's obstacle - withdraws from the ambiguity of the 
car to the security of the home (where she is surrogate mother to her 
brothers) and the shopping center. Kevin drives on to disaster: the police 
car is waiting at home. As the cops move in, the last image is a rapidly 
diminishing circle closing in on Kevin - till his face is ringed in close-up, a 
"mug shot." 

However this severe determinism is not simply a matter of one direc
tor's ambivalent response to an urban industrial environment and the 
mores of working-class youth. Phillip Noyce's Backroads (also 1977) is a 
road movie with a completely different setting, but with much the same 
logical conclusion. It begins in the far west of New South Wales - brilliant 
blue skies, far horizons, flat red earth. This journey leads from the desert 
to the sea. The car (as a title meticulously informs us) is a stolen DJS-530 
'62 Pontiac Parisienne. Its body does not define a disputed border between 
male and female spaces, but the rim of a social microcosm. At first linking 
Jack, a redneck white drifter, to Gary, an urbane Aborigine from a local 
reserve, the Pontiac eventually embraces Gary's "Uncle Joe" (an older, 
more traditional Aboriginal man), a French hitchhiker, and Anna
a white escapee from a dead-end job at a garage in the middle of 
nowhere. 

Beyond the borders of the Aboriginal reserve there seem to be no deter
mined spaces here, only abstract Space, wide open. There is no "quest," 
except to keep going: the mood and the impetus of the ride is too 
undirected even to be called anarchic. Yet imperceptibly, as stray incidents 
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and chance events accumulate, the narrative pressure mounts. Jack is 
gynophobic, xenophobic, and racist: inside the car, the back and forth of 
talk fueled by alcohol is a "tour" of the deepest conflicts of Australian life. 
The world disintegrates suddenly and quickly: the Frenchman is kicked 
out, Anna steals the Pontiac, and as Jack and Gary prepare to swipe 
another car, Joe shoots, and kills, its owner. Gary is shot dead by police, 
Jack and Joe arrested. 

In Backroads, the fact that the woman can drive is (like her presence in 
the car) peripheral, yet decisive. Her trajectory runs at a tangent to the 
men's: she has a fling with the "foreigner" but doesn't get out when he 
does; the Australians are too consumed by each other to take much inter
est in her. They all have bad memories: Joe of learning to despise white 
women who went out with black men, Gary of his failed marriage to a 
white woman, and Jack of pack-raping a black woman he loved, on a 
drunken binge with his mates. Both of the men who have tried to cross 
racial boundaries live out their failure through cars. Jack and his mates 
were in one when they "picked her up on the side of the road." Gary has 
been paying one off to impress his wife: finding it wrecked, he douses it 
with petrol, burns it, and shreds his family photo. In spite of the Pontiac's 
ambience of random bonhomie, these men's destinies are converging. 
Anna knows it, takes off, and precipitates the disaster. We know little of 
her, except a bit of talk about dumping a child somewhere. She represents 
an obstacle, a boundary, or a space to no one in this film. The women 
who have done so are absences invoked as images or stories. Glimpsed in 
passing as the subject of a minor, untold tale, Anna matters only to the 
narrative as an instrument of Fate. 

Both the F.J. and the Pontiac are cult-object cars, diverted from any 
ordinary commodity status and from any residual function as "family" 
transportation. Both machines shelter, and connect, contextually utopian 
desires to form new social relations, but both turn out in the end to be 
traps. Just as Kevin is literally contained at the end by suburban circular
ity, so in the final image of Backroads Jack and Joe are still riding along in 
a microcosm - not a Pontiac, but a police van. In neither film does there 
ever seem to be any escape for the men from confinement by the Law; the 
women are agents of an abstract process which is always already in 
motion. The racial pessimism of Backroads is as inexorable as the gender 
determinism of The F.J. Holden: in both, a downwardly mobile class des
tiny preempts the meaning of movement, the limit of desire, and the out-
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come of events. In these films, to be able to drive is a dubious claim to 
power. 

UTOPIAN TRANSPORTS 

Writing of his first viewing of Mad Max, Tom O'Regan (1989) remembers 
"saying aloud to no-one in particular in the theatre 'this film is evil.' " I 
remember not being able to stay in the theater when the bikes came roar
ing up the road toward the woman and child. 

Australian responses to Mad Max were very intense. As O'Regan 
points out, it "left an indelible impression .... These seemed ... to be 
images that were - despite (or perhaps because of) the film's generic ori
gins - capable of articulating collective neuroses and fears. The film's vio
lence was implied rather than on-screen. A measure of its cinematic 
achievement was that audiences remember a violence in excess of what 
was literally there." Among the possible reasons, O'Regan lists its "carni
val of flesh and body" (Max is a story of mutilation, disempowerment and 
reempowerment); the collusion that Max (unlike Bond or Rambo) invites 
as hero because of his vulnerability; and the real, spectacular murderous
ness of Australian country roads. 

Our reactions do need explaining, with more than a reference to 
Suture. When I was unable a watch a scene that I already knew "showed 
nothing," it was not as though I had never experienced a (sexually) violent 
film before. If I had never seen an Australian film of quite such vicious vir
tuosity, it was not the case that moments of great brutality had not 
occurred in Australian cinema. But never, somehow, like that: and look
ing back, it seems to me that I was fleeing from the scene of an unprece
dented (a precise vocabulary deserts me here) realism. The fear Mad Max 
produced was lifelike: for pedestrians caught in the car zones, that is just 
the way it feels. 

Yet unlike the true Apocalypse, a "realism," by any definition, cannot 
be "unprecedented." Even for the simplest reflection theory, there must be 
a prior and structured experience of reality that allows us to recognize its 
image. Like most myths of the end of the world (if with a reverse chronol
ogy of experience and image), realism in the colloquial sense is a predic
tive operation. What was "unprecedented" about Mad Max as Australian 
cinema was rather its convincing sense of spaces in which anything might 
happen: the verisimilitude of its violence was not a matter of "explicit 
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images," or even of the terrifying discretion of its well-timed cuts, but of a 
mood and a movement (which was "literally there") of rampant unpredict
ability. 

I don't mean "novelty" or "surprise." Max is a strict generic exercise in 
which whatever must happen next, does. I mean an affective unpredict
ability that derives from its use of spaces and timing and that structures its 
verisimilitude. The men in this film are not just "driven," they are volatile. 
Mad Max was an essay on the kind of road violence that thrives as much 
on chance, coincidence, and random forces as it does on systematic and 
relentless pursuit, and that occurs in a physical context where opportunity 
can match desire. At the same time, it veered away from the highly moral
ized, politically motivated, spatial logics and social landscapes of the 
1970S cinema. It was this veer in particular, I think, which made it so 
shocking on first appearance (and which led an otherwise liberal critic to 
say that it should be banned). 

This reading could be argued in various ways; through Max's status as 
reluctantly renegade Law-man, for example, and the casting of the lum
pen scoot-jockies not as sinking so-cial victims (:\ la Backroads and F.J. 
Holden) but as nasties on the rise. I shall return to my comparison 
between Mad Max and Long Weekend. Quite early in each of them there 
occurs a fatal collision. In Long Weekend, Peter runs down a kangaroo. 
Diegetically, it is an "accident": he's sorry but bumps carelessly over the 
corpse. As a figurative event, however, its impact is already fully deter
mined ("yet another" crime against Nature) and determinant (it prefigures 
Peter's own death). It occurs after a relentless sequence of contrasts has 
established a pattern: insect close up + beach long-shot (Nature, life, 
peace); city panorama + traffic action (Man, danger, tension) .... So it 
is both a link in a chain of events inexorably moving to a foregone conclu
sion and an emblematic moment. 

The collision in Max takes a long time to develop. It is an orchestrated 
spectacle, not an emblematic moment, and it establishes a quite different 
conception of the space and rhythm of the Road. Several micro-narratives 
are made to converge by "accident": bad-taste buddy-comedy with The 
Big Bopper and his sidekicks (two cars); the burlesque horror of The 
Nightrider (one car); the leather-cowboy adventures of The Goose (one 
bike); a suburban holiday tour (one car, one caravan); a tale of small
town marital strife (one pram). Intercut with these is the heroic story of 
Max's toilette as he readies himself and his Interceptor. 
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Four of these narrative "lines" are drawn together by the organizing 
force of Law. Two are there (fictively) by chance. Each line emerges from 
a separate space, and each is moving at a different velocity as they begin to 
come together: The Nightrider is the fastest, undeviating; The Big Bop
per's progress is furious, but jerky; The Goose starts slowly, then speeds 
up; the family caravan is stopping; the quarreling pedestrians are drifting 
about; in his own, still center, Max is as yet barely moving. When the col
lision comes, there are two "fatalities": an absurdly Britannic red tele
phone booth and the family caravan. Both are little predictions (the old 
order, like the family, will be targeted), but nothing is settled or exhausted 
here: the caravan leaves a saucepan in a policeman's throat. Only after
ward does the dyad of Max and The Nightrider emerge from this collision 
of chance and necessity, and pursuit to the death begin. Its inexorable 
course will be interrupted and deflected several times before Max, the sole 
survivor, follows the white line into the wasteland and leaves the Law 
behind. 

Mad Max is much better cinema than Long Weekend. My point about 
it here, however, is a film-historical claim that in the context of Australian 
road movies, the formal qualities that make it better cinema also give rt 
utopian force. In spite of the setting of all the Max films in a (post)holo
caustal future, it is the contemporary vision of films like Backroads and 
The F.]. Holden that should be called, I think, dystopian: in spite of their 
sympathetic mapping of social conflicts of sex and race, they construct 
political worlds that are worse than ours because no one in them can effec
tively act. Moreover, the conditions of an inevitable failure to generate 
change are set out in, and as, "environment." Once again, a hostile Land
scape determines our destiny and dooms all "human" efforts. 

This is a standard objection to gloom-and-doom realist cinema. For 
me, the interesting problem would be to develop a feminist reading of the 
positivity of the Max trilogy. It is a difficult task. The first film is an intro
duction to a world in which, quite literally, "there is no sexual relation." 
As O'Regan points out, the death of "the family" makes Max and ensures 
that at the end "there is no woman to deny in favour of the greater good." 
This structuring-out of the necessity for a formal renunciation of desire 
distinguishes Mad Max from comparable translations of Hollywood 
genres made elsewhere - Seijun Suzuki's Tokyo Drifter, Sergio Leone's 
Once Upon a Time in the West. Furthermore, Jon Stratton argues that 
The Road Warrior celebrates not a transformed ideal of the family, but a 
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"new discourse of mining." Its beleaguered tribes match the need of a high
tech, capital-intensive minerals industry to define heroic subjectivity away 
from the individualist tradition of the outback. This argument seems more 
plausible if we compare The Road Warrior with Tim Burstall's elegy for 
the old outback-miner ethos, The Last of the Knuckle Men. 

Yet if we read the Max trilogy backwards, as Ross Gibson does in his 
superb defense of Beyond Thunderdome (a film that was widely dismissed 
as "too Spielberg," i.e., sentimentally redemptive), then it is possible to see 
a narrative of the gradual unmaking of Max (Gibson 1985, 25-33). He is 
not simply unmade as hero in the general sense, as the meaning of "hero
ism" in relation to "action" progressively changes from film to film, but, 
more specifically, as bearer of the Australian "grand tradition" (in Gib
son's phrase) of "transcendental failure." As Gibson points out, this is a 
tradition persistently conquistadorial in its attitude to the land (as in dead
explorer narratives like Voss or Burke and Wills). It is also insistently mas
culinist, extending to nationalist war mythology (Breaker Morant, Galli
poli). For this tradition, to fail gloriously against an insuperable opponent 
is the ultimate proof of heroism. 

So in this context (and even though Max certainly belongs to an inter
national cycle of films suggesting you can tough it out through nuclear 
war), it is important that Max is both a survivor and an adapter. It is the 
terms of his survival that count: if neither nuclear war nor Nature proves 
fatal to Max, it is because beyond the drastic rupture of war, Max gradu
ally learns to live in his "wasteland" in a less agonistic way. As Gibson 
points out, Max's unmaking involves an "acclimatization" to the move
ment of the continent he once tried to police. As he evolves from car-crazy 
to camel driver to desert walker, his relationship to "landscape" changes -
and so does his response to "society." At the same time, I think, the line of 
his slow "becoming" as a survivor, and as a different kind of inhabitant, is 
overtaken and inflected by those of the more rapidly moving societies he 
crosses on his way. The prophet who comes out of the desert at the begin
ning of Beyond Thunderdome is still a hero, but he is no longer the lone, 
still center round which the turbulence gathers at the beginning of Mad 
Max. He is just a nomad, wandering into other people's centers and 
spaces of movement. 

In his book on "critical utopian" writing, Tom Moylan argues that its 
strength lies not in portraying particular social structures, but "in the very 
act of portraying a utopian vision itself" (Moylan 1986, 26). I want to con-
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clude by mentioning two recent films that further undermine the logic of 
fatalistic narrative to assert the possibility of action by transforming the 
role of "hero." Steve Jodrell's Shame and Hayden Keenan's Pandemonium 
are "critical" films in Moylan's sense, working, like the Max cycle, 
between structures of film history and those of social experience. Both are 
genre films: Shame is a bikie Western, Pandemonium a junk-video folk 
tale. Both refer to real events involving families. Shame is based on a situa
tion in a Queensland town some years ago: the institutionalized raping of 
local girls by gangs of youths, while the parents of both stay silent. Pande
monium alludes to the Chamberlain case, another version of which stars 
Meryl Streep and Sam Neill in Fred Schepisi's Evil Angels (a.k.a. A Cry in 
the Dark). A baby girl disappeared from a campsite near Uluru. Her par
ents claimed she was taken by a dingo: her mother was tried, convicted, 
pardoned, and finally acquitted on a charge of infanticide. 

However these films "refer" to social experience in quite different ways. 
Written by Beverley Blankenship and Michael Brindley, Shame blends its 
bike, road-movie, and Western elements with the Australian "social land
scape" tradition. It presents a situation in which "doing something" seems 
impossible. The women have to face both a gang violence making "self
defense" useless and the misogynist myth that girls "ask for it," while 
rapists act "as nature intended." Their families are paralyzed by class 
blackmail: some of the rapists' parents control the town's shrinking 
economy. 

This is a grimly "realist," and realistic, scenario, but Shame's utopian 
narrative strategy is to affirm a politics of the unlikely, rather than invoke 
laws of the true-to-life. There is a mythic "hero" position, derived from 
crossing The Wild One with Mad Max in order to rewrite George 
Stevens's Shane. However the hard-riding, leather-clad bikie who arrives 
as an indifferent stranger is a woman - one who has, like Max, a strong 
relation to the law. Asta (Deborra-Lee Furness) is a barrister, in fact a yup
pie, traveling round for a holiday and to spend some time alone. Far from 
launching into a crusade to clean up the town, Asta does not want to be 
bothered. 

Some critics objected to the "improbability" of Asta's character and to 
her status as middle-class savior. I think that this - rather than the simple 
fact that the hero is a woman - is the great (and "critical utopian") 
strength of the film. Shame describes an implosive economy of violence in 
which only an outsider could intervene: it is an economy running on pov
erty and isolation (not an ontological "male" malevolence). But unlike 
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Arthur in The Cars That Ate Paris, Asta is not drawn into an all-consum
ing space where "foreigners" are salvaged. She brings with her an energy 
and a knowledge that salvage the town. She does so, in part, in spite of her 
background: Asta is responsible for a death because of her privileged
woman's habit of not being "careful." In the end, she, like Anna in Back
roads, is a catalyst for other people's stories: but this time, those who are 
in the position of being "picked up on the side of the road" are empow
ered, and not doomed, by her action. 

Pandemonium is not a road movie. It is set in a mad-house pavilion on 
Bondi Beach, inhabited by trash-video creatures and their landlord movie 
producers, Mr. and Mrs. "B." Its main "narrative" develops in a series of 
bursts: the story of the Dingo Girl battles through a surrounding chaos of 
cinematic and tabloid-headline debris. We do not see Azaria travel from 
Uluru to Bondi: she arrives miraculously, a living Barbie doll raised by a 
dingo family. Swiftly learning about sex, speech, and stories human-style, 
she starts looking for her mother. Baby Jane-esque Mrs. B has a guilty 
conscience: Azaria turns out to be the survivor of a botched religious sac
rifice in the wilderness. When her true identity is revealed, forces gather to 
ensure that she will now fulfill her destiny. The one important car in Pan
demonium belongs to The Witnesses, a grim trinity (mother, father, child) 
glimpsed briefly from time to time as they drive inexorably to Bondi. They 
are messengers of Fate: Azaria, child of Mrs. B and a now-fallen Aborigi
nal, Holy Ghost, is to be crucified. 

But the original story line has been overtaken by events. Beautiful, 
blonde Azaria ("why is it always me who has to be sacrificed?") has had a 
delightful encounter with the bad black Holy Ghost, by whom she has 
now become pregnant. At the crucifixion scene, her father doesn't forsake 
her. With his help, she gets down from the cross and, in the ensuing pan
demonium, the pavilion turns into a Spielberg spaceship and takes off. 
Only one main character is left behind to tell us Azaria's story
Leadingham, the dashing white hero who did not get the girl. As he sits 
forlornly at The Beach after finishing his tale, police cars dose in to arrest 
him. He runs toward the waves and, catching a moonbeam, he walks 
away on the water. 

One aim of this essay has been to explain (in part to myself) why Pande
monium has such a historic happy ending. 

Meaghan Morris is a full-time writer resident in Sydney. She is the author of The 
Pirate's Fiancee: Feminism, Reading, Postmodernism (London: Verso, 1988). 
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Domestic Scenes 

PATRICIA MELLENCAMP 

TRYING TO EVADE the anxiety of speaking last, without a written 
text, about the vast cinematic terrain of "the family," amidst the many 
symposium papers, films, and events of the Hawaii International Film 
Festival, I watched three minutes of morning television, which turned my 
personal discomfort, my generic "stress," into numerical alarm. 1 A mid
dle-aged sociologist seriously and straight-facedly announced on the CBS 
Morning Show the results of a government study revealing that married 
people are healthier than those unfortunates who are unmarried. The 
coiffed, suited, matron/scholar, who was "luckily, happily married," 
detailed facts proving that marriage prevents flu (although not colds) and 
certain forms of cancer and lowers the risk of heart disease. Divorced (and 
never-married) women suffer from significantly more household accidents 
because they attempt tasks that men are qualified to perform, risking the 
danger of electro-shock from light bulb changing. (I think here of episodes 
of "I Love Lucy" in which Lucy and Ethel use and trash domestic technol
ogies such as toasters, ovens, and TV sets for laughs, along with the many 
parodies of cooking and the decorum of serving dinner.) These marital 
health statistics are buttressed by another I988 medical survey that 
became newspaper headlines and the lead story on the network news: over 
60 percent of the u.s. population suffers from severe anxiety or depres
sion, linked to the high divorce rate. 

The martialing of statistics and science, a.k.a. content analysis/inter
view, in studies sponsored by the u.s. government, arguing the bodily and 
mental health of the marital state, is only one way the ideology of familial
ism and the couple is again in demand and fashion in the United States. It 
would appear that the institution of the nuclear family has emerged 
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unscathed from the I960s assault on it and its supporting liaisons - the 
school, the church, and the state. What is left of the I960s generational, 
political protest against the nuclear family is an obsession with youth, 
with staying fit and young, a fear of age exploited by the marketing of cos
metic surgery, expensive aging creams, treatments for balding and meno
pause, and the proliferation of makeup products. Beneath the displaced 
surface of the medical claims is the I980s terror of AIDS, with the hetero
sexual couple now fancied as a preventive. The bodily and mental health 
movements - of exercise, foods, and therapy (frequently combined) - are 
life-styles encouraged by rapidly expanding service industries, which 
promise to improve the familial everyday by rigorously orchestrating lei
sure time, making it productive by transforming recreation into disci
plined work, for which we pay. The long historical trajectory of the twen
tieth century transforming the family from a producing into a consuming 
unit has been realized, in spite of counter-cultural efforts to reverse this 
trend by adopting rural farm practices or living off the land. 

Yet, the desirable family is also a paradox: we must go outside its stress
ful embrace for advice and solace from professionals in order to create a 
happy family. In an extraordinary tautology or quintessential contradic
tion, the family is constituted, at the same time, as desirable and "dysfunc
tional" (the hot new therapy term, along with "co-dependency," their 
social currency measurable by the number of self-help books, a booming 
business). The family becomes the problem and the cure. Therapy reveals 
the dysfunction which necessitates therapy to reconstitute the family dif
ferently; antagonism turns to togetherness, quality time, or the ultimate 
goal, "separation" from the family. (Predictably, therapy, a booming, 
entrepreneurial service industry, is tied to the middle-class insured, avoid
ing poverty, the poor, and the unemployed. Along with AIDS data, contin
ual statistics about rampant drug and alcohol addiction return to the fam
ily as problem and cure. Alcoholism is a "family disease"; after the addict, 
the other family members enter the circuit of private and group therapy.) 

"The family" is a full-time, non-paying job which necessitates outside 
expertise, services, and expenditures to maintain and improve it - the 
richer the family, the more services it requires. The shift of the u.s. econ
omy from producing products to providing services is interlocked with the 
imaginary of the family, manufactured by marketing; this shift from prod
uct to service industries accompanies the move from mechanical to elec
tronic conditions of production, from cinema to television, from typewrit-
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ers to computers, from tangible objects to intangibles, like videotape, not 
visible until transmitted. The family is a prime market for these new tech
nologies, for advanced consumer durables, along with services. 

The ideology of familialism is thus a pivotal social contradiction, the 
source of our mental health and national economic growth (with eco
nomic trends tied to bodily images of health and sickness). Contradiction 
works through a logic of creation and cancellation, a logic of both/ and 
rather than either / or. While day care (a growing service industry for 
young and old alike) became an issue of both parties in the I988 presiden
tial campaign, national studies were simultaneously revealed which 
argued that day care before the age of three was irrevocably harmful for 
children. Reminiscent of the I950S and the move to suburbia (accompa
nied by a proliferation of self-help books and philosophies, particularly 
child-care manuals and pop Freud), there is another Baby Boom; profes
sional women are having babies and leaving the work force in high num
bers. In I987, 3.8 million babies were reported, the highest production fig
ure since I964. "The trend shows no sign of abating," writes The 
Milwaukee Journal. The Department of Agriculture (harking back to the 
rural, extended family) estimates the average cost of a child as $IOO,OOO 

(for eighteen years). One significant difference from the I950S is the target
ing of the child as discerning consumer, with the designer cost of baby and 
children's items, like special safety seats for private airplanes, reaching 
astronomical heights. Becoming a family and having children have 
become expensive and professionalized. This upscale family has become, 
since the postwar period, a central unit of private consumption, addressed 
by television and attracted to shopping centers and fast foods. 

Thus, the separation between work and leisure has been elided. Leisure 
time has been therapied and professionalized (leisure pursuits can also be 
cured: numerous groups for shopping addiction exist): we work out at Vic 
Tanney's on machines built and arranged according to Fordist, assembly
line principles, isolating specific muscles of our disciplined bodies, sepa
rated from each other by the machines, in cavernous architecture that 
resembles I930S industrial plants. The significant difference is that we pay 
for the privilege of working out rather than being paid for work as was the 
assembly-line worker. Discount supermarket warehouses resemble auto
motive plants, as laborers, replaced by robotics, shop, do aerobics (rote, 
imitative, repetitive movements), and watch television, which assembles 
groups of people discussing their personal problems, like sex addiction, to 
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convince us we are not alone. Television points out problems we have 
never heard of, and then provides therapy. 

The 1980s ideology of familialism is being marketed and sold not 
through desire but rather anxiety, which Freud analyzed as having more 
to do with the conscious, the ego, loss/ separation, and women. And, as 
television never ceases to inform us, the female body is in need of infinitely 
more improvement than the male body. Like women's flawed bodies, the 
family home demands constant work by women, a cleanliness resembling 
Freud's description of the repetition of the obsessional neurotic, a fastidi
ousness gained only by hundreds of products for each differentiated wipe 
of the cloth. Thus, while notions of the family might have changed 
emphasis from romance, love, and desire to upward mobility and security, 
or separation and anxiety, accompanying the shift from cinema to televi
sion as our theoretical object, rarely, in u.s. film or television criticism, is 
the family - whether negatively or positively imagined in current ac
counts - viewed as an economic unit of production or consumption, both 
so historically critical to capitalism. And, if economics are assumed by 
either neo-Marxist or neoconservative, then rarely does the analysis posit 
the unequal divisions of gender - including labor and monetary reward -
which structure the family in the West. However, on this issue of women 
and power, the East and West meet. For, like the rest of life, the burden of 
professionalized daily life and leisure, the time-consuming, unpaid, up
scaling of the everyday, must be falling on women's shoulders - necessi
tating that women work both outside and inside the home, gratefully. 

Counterpointing this middle-class, imaginary family (increasingly di
vorced and splintered in reality) are the statistics on poverty families, 
headed by single women, often black but increasingly white - the rapid, 
downward mobility of middle-class, divorced white women. The visible 
sign of the familial breakdown, its dereliction and excess, are the numbers 
of homeless vagrants wandering city streets, where addiction, poverty, 
insanity, and economics can be seen, can be spoken, but then must be 
denied, as we turn away. Rather than socialism versus capitalism, the 
great international divide - as McDonald's and franchise culture (a.k.a. 
"democracy") spread globally and horizontally, sharing the virtues of dif
ferentiation and consumption - will be rich and poor, a divide with sexist 
and racist overtones and realities. Trade wars, like military wars of con
tainment of previous decades, will cover up these inequities. 

In addition to these sweeping claims (which, on second thought, might 
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sound like a Jeremiad, or better, a Cassandrad), I also want to address 
issues of cultural difference, not as racial or intellectual tourism, suggest
ing that perhaps cultural difference for Western postmodernism will 
occupy the critical and theoretical place sexual difference did for feminist 
film theory. In both cases, maintaining a politics of difference (as produc
tive rather than lack, the analyses of Foucault and Deleuze and Guattari 
rather than Lacan) amidst a sea of product differentiation, the return of 
the same as the same, will be an urgent project. As John Berger argued in 
Ways of Seeing a long time ago, the proliferation of products covers up 
our real lack of political choice. I will focus on the representation of 
women, particularly the vagaries of age and consumerism or shopping, 
topics that I am currently researching. During the postwar period, shop
ping was sold as a way of avoiding the terror of an atomic war, a period 
throughout the 1950S and into the 1960s which preyed on our very real and 
advertised fear of nuclear destruction, a time before Baudrillard when 
simulation was positive; the real would have destroyed us. 

In the 1950S, juvenile delinquency was posited as a social problem 
linked to our national crises, investigated in televised congressional hear
ings, and finally analyzed as the result of bad families out of whack, usu
ally a weak patriarch who refused, like the apron-wearing Jim Backus in 
Rebel Without a Cause, to stand up to domineering Mom. In his first four 
or five films (King Creole is a perfect example), Elvis was an innocent and 
good juvenile delinquent, mixed up only because of a weak, impotent 
"Pop." Now that the Cold War has ended, anxiety about the nation's chil
dren is focusing on addiction and AIDS, the former thrown back on the 
dysfunctional family - the bad result of the naive counter-culture and 
protest movements of the 1960s. The shift (and our scholarly interpreta
tions) is, of course, from the political left to the right, toward a familiar 
(and international) fundamentalism, which, like the eighteenth-century 
Biblical Catastrophists predicting doom and destruction from natural! 
godly events like hurricanes, is very old-fashioned, a politics of old-time 
religion predicated, like governmental studies, the Bush and Dukakis cam
paigns, and Madison Avenue alike, on the heterosexual couple/family as 
the solution for social, economic, racial, and political woes and ills. 

Although the topic of this symposium is cinema, I will cross the 
patrolled media borders, entering the domestic land of u.s. television with 
a watered-down sketch of its version of the family - the nuclear fun fam
ily of the happy couple, however, set amidst older versions of the extended 
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family - the regional pro news teams across the land, the network morn
ing show families now feuding as poor Willard and nasty Bryant on the 
Today Show make headlines and the monologues of late-night comics 
(and, is there a difference?), the expanded and still self-reliant families of 
situation comedies, cop shows, doctor shows, and soap operas. Television 
remembers another era, like The Magnificent Ambersons, an era in which 
help and advice came from within the family rather than degreed scholars. 

These comments come from thoughts that are old and familiar to me, 
like the couple in classical cinema that I analyzed in "Made in the Fade," 
the films of Buster Keaton (which I have taught for fifteen years but never 
written about), the writings of Michel Foucault, and notions that, to me, 
are spanking new, like anxiety, shopping, aging, fitness and disease, 
which, I would argue, go together, all linked, somehow, to the feminine. 
It is not coincidental that theories of the body - from Foucault to 
Bakhtin - now have ascendancy in the groves of the academy, as do 
polyglot, dispersed voices, such as Bakhtin's notion of heteroglossia. 
However, there are other sources for our theories, I would argue
increasingly from the realities of Third World countries, under develop
ment. In Kenya, young children speak not only Swahili and English, 
switching back and forth, with public pronouncements being delivered in 
both languages, but there are hundreds of tribal languages which migrate 
with their speakers and combine, through marriage, within families. 
Thus, a young child will be fluent in perhaps four (or more) languages, 
which are intermingled within sentences, which shift according to social 
context. 

One could also interpret the new acceptance in the United States for 
vertically integrated monopolies, outlawed by the Sherman antitrust law 
(and applied to the film industry in the Paramount decree in I948) but now 
argued as national necessities for competition, and indeed the European 
common market, as a grand stand against multiplicity, diversification -
the economic development of Third World and Asian countries. Anglo
Saxons, the West, are uniting in order to compete internationally, which 
is, of course, in order to maintain dominance, as the theoretically favored 
notion of heterogeneity as a dispersal of economies, particularly Japan 
and Korea, challenges the economic clout of the United States. One won
ders whether u.s. left critics bemoan the sad state of u.s. culture as the 
decline of its economic dominance, forgetting that spatial parameters have 
irrevocably shifted to the international - zones of time. (Television is a 
medium of time, unlike cinema, a technique of space.) 
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That massive, international shifts have occurred within "the family" 
(which is a historical construct rather than a natural entity) is apparent -
from rural to urban, from extended families to nuclear families. Other 
cultural shifts have taken place in the postwar period - from the United 
States and the West to the East, from stereotypes to "people," or individu
als, from protest to therapy, from binarism to pluralism, from objects to 
intangibles, from production to consumption - repeated in academia in 
the move from representation/ conditions of production to reception the
ory. These changes are staggered, from nation to nation, depending on the 
status of industrialism. In a joint television interview on aging, Meaghan 
Morris archly described the United States as a laboratory, testing the 
extremes of stress and its management, with anxiety levels, like products 
and services, soon to be exported around the world. (Japan might, how
ever, be the leader in this regard.) Certain cultures are still based on pro
duction, with the family as partially a production unit - as Ma Ning 
argues. 

These turn-of-the-century alterations, bleakly portrayed by Welles's 
The Magnificent Ambersons, from the small-town culture of horses and 
buggies to cars and the city, from extended family mansions, nostalgic 
parties and romance to single occupancy apartments lighted by bleak, 
German expressionist lighting, along with the breakup and decay of the 
family, also marked a period of revolutionary upheaval - capitalism ver
sus socialism. Yet, perhaps Welles was right to give the starring explana
tion to the automobile and Henry Ford. The central place of the automo
tive industry in the rise and fall of the u.s. economy, particularly in 
relation to Japan, along with the usually unstated linkage between the car 
and theories of postmodernism taken from the Mad Max films, as lucidly 
detailed by Morris, suggest that auto-technique is socially as well as eco
nomically central. (However, in the I98os, many of us are flying through 
international time zones, another story.) While socialism and capitalism 
told different tales of the family, the principles of mass culture and indus
trialism - the system of Fordist assembly-line production and Taylorist 
timed management - were endorsed by both. In Chip Lord's videotape, 
The Motorist, the support of Edsel Ford for Diego Rivera's murals in, 
now, the Henry Ford Museum, is illustrative; the tape could also be sub
titled, Oedipus and the Family Sedan. The familial reward in the United 
States in the I950S was the family car, linked to Dad. In the I98os, each 
family member is targeted for a car, along with TV, stereo, Walkman, 
VCR, and so forth - individual not family products. 
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The car is the desired object today in the Soviet Union, where one expe
riences a mass cultural time lag - not yet a culture of infinitesimal differ
entiation and product multiplicity, with only a few mass cultural choices -
many scarves are available, but only in five patterns, turning them into 
trinkets. When U.S. analysts want to declare their cultural superiority and 
evolutionary advancement, consumerism is cited as evidence. They just 
cannot buy anything! The labor and time spent shopping in the Soviet 
Union is invoked as a painful rigor of daily life (a spatial and physical 
dilemma, like the old Fordist regime), waiting in long lines, trudging to 
many stores, work primarily conducted by women; rarely are the tempo
ral and mental problems of upper-trend, u.s. women cited: the treadmill 
circuitry of making more money to buy more goods and services in order 
to spend leisure time with the family, which is delayed in order to work to 
make more money to spend more time - an endless temporal anxiety -
which is so luxurious as not to be pitied, challenged, or worthy of analysis 
other than psychoanalysis. 

Unlike the Soviet Union, where industry is still the focus, the principles 
of Taylor and Ford are employed in the United States by leisure and ser
vice industries, particularly the fast-food, takeout industry in the 1980s, 
McDonald's systems of fast leisure that save us time (and money by paying 
part-time, minimum wages without benefits to teenagers, retirees, and 
housewives. ) 

General Motors and Ford, like mass culture, are categorically not the 
same in 1988 as in 1930, nor are the means of production owned by or 
emblematic of u.s. entrepreneurship and inventiveness. Packaging, infini
tesimally differentiated and sold as difference, is what counts, while the 
product has changed hands and the conditions of production have altered, 
replacing men with machines, slowly but surely; subcontracting; and 
encouraging in workers a new small-business entrepreneurialism, like the 
mom and pop stores of an earlier era. Mrs. Fields's cookie empire, 
recently crumbling after diversification to soup and sandwiches, is a 
superb example. The difference in the 1980s is that mom and pop open up 
their corner grocery store or popcorn wagon in Hong Kong as well as 
Middletown. (Mrs. and Mr. Fields's critical mistake might have been 
retaining ownership rather than franchising their outlets and taking a per
centage of the cut.) 

However, whatever the historical, cultural, and political upheavals 
(determined by economics), one element of the family has remained con
stant - whether Chinese, Japanese, Soviet, Korean, or American - wom-
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en have historically had at least two jobs and are part of the regulated but 
unpaid, unnoticed economy of the family. If women are not properly 
grateful for being able to serve others, if they have desires of their own, 
they are figured as excess, as symptom or problem. The Chinese mothers 
in The Joy Luck Club warn their u.s. daughters against selfish desire, tell
ing them instead to make wishes. Yet this is a complex and beautiful tale 
for historical, cross-cultural women. At one ironic moment, Lindo long, a 
young girl living in her mother-in-Iaw's house in China as a servant, trying 
to be grateful, says: "What was more satisfying than having Huang Taitai 
[her future mother-in-law] nod and pat my head when I had finished 
combing her hair one hundred strokes? How much happier could I be 
after seeing Tyan-yu eat a whole bowl of noodles without once complain
ing about its taste or my looks? It's like those ladies you see on American 
TV these days, the ones who are so happy they have washed out a stain so 
the clothes look better than new" (p. 56). 

Along with requiring gratitude for being able to serve others without 
payor even reciprocal gratitude, another tactic is figuring middle-aged to 
old women as grotesque jokes (the evil crone of the fairy tale), like Imelda 
Marcos, Tammy Faye Baker, Leona Helmsley. Their excess is demonstra
ted by their consumption - their masquerade, their shopping, their pos
sessions; the debate then turns on these spendthrift women, degrading and 
parodying them as shoppers rather than focusing on their husbands' polit
ical corruptness and criminal transactions of big-buck power. We count 
shoes, measure closets, and laugh at the first name women (including their 
makeup, Tammy'S eyelashes, and clothing, Imelda's prom dress in court, 
Leona's brash and unladylike aggressiveness with her employees), ignor
ing the men who are often too ill (too hysterical?) to appear in court. 
Whew, say the men in power, we're safe. In a true perversion, it is not the 
corrupt man and systems of power but the woman who becomes the 
object of scorn and derision for men and women. Women must think 
before they laugh; often the joke is on us. 

Cher is another version of excess, which is why she is so clever; she 
makes a calculated, profitable, black-leathered spectacle of herself outside 
her films in ads for Vic Tanney, in her TV and live appearances, including 
award shows and benefits (and recently, appears to have overdone her 
exposure, baring too much too often), yet within her films, for example 
Suspect, she is powerful, with stories (like Silkwood) that criticize legal, 
governmental institutions. Homeless people fill the Washington, D.C., 

mise-en-scene in Suspect, as do the effects of Vietnam; the courts, like pol-
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iticians, are frighteningly and thoroughly corrupt. In People and National 
Inquirer interviews, she candidly tells us about her sex life as a desiring 
female, avoiding both the cliches of romance (of once and forever) and 
older men who want to control her, to direct her career and life and why, 
for heaven's sake, would she want that? Younger men do not have the 
same will to power, at least for a while. 

In Ma Ning's social analysis of the family as an economic unit, he 
argues that female desire in Chinese cinema is bad; strong women are 
represented as nags and shrews. In post-1949 Chinese cinema, class strug
gle is no longer the principle means of change - along with the introduc
tion of the market economy and the legitimation of private enterprise. The 
shift is away from the extended to the nuclear family, from the country to 
the city. While the extended family has historically been a rural phenome
non or a reality of immigration, in the United States, for African and His
panic Americans, the extended family now also resides in the central, 
decaying low-tech city, often headed by poor women with many children 
from various missing fathers. Or the extended family lives on Native 
American reservations as a leftover of capitalism, poverty, racism, compa
rable to the Hawaiian struggle for land and treaty rights of indigenous 
peoples. In the United States, unlike "Dynasty" and "Dallas," the extended 
family is connected to poverty, which is tied to race. I will briefly turn to 
this in relation to colonialism. 

As Benita Parry argues in the Oxford Review, colonialism's contradic
tory address constructs an ambivalently positioned colonial subject, build
ing a system of power within which unequally placed contestants negoti
ate an imbalance of power - cultural racism, so dramatically embodied in 
the festival films poignantly and powerfully documenting the Native 
American and Aboriginal struggle. Responses to these films - Indian 
Summer in Geneva, a Swiss documentary about a gathering of indigenous 
peoples in Geneva, and How the West Was Lost, an Australian documen
tary by David Noakes - in ensuing discussions, moved between a politics 
of nationalism and a politics of male narcissism. The answers to these 
objections, these declarations of classical patriotism, asserted, as did the 
films, that whites and the sovereign myth of nation are the enemy. Unlike 
Gayatri Spivak's position in the same issue of the Oxford Review, the sub
altern can speak, powerfully. 

As Chandra Mohanty argues, "discourses of representation should not 
be confused with material realities." We can hear and learn from indige
nous voices, uniting recently at the United Nations, with comparable 
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problems that are the same no matter what the national borders, and 
women's voices, although we may be threatened by the sheer logic of what 
they are saying. As was argued during the after-film discussion of the 
Hawaiian rights movement, indigenous peoples have much to teach the 
world about its corruption of the earth. The colonized can be written back 
into history and perhaps change it. However, what Perry calls "the eurovi
sion of the metropolitan left" functions, also, in its own fashion, as 
academic imperialism. Imperialist discourse has certain traits - virility, 
mastery, exploitation, technology, progress. The tactic becomes, 
thus, to produce counter discourses, displacing the dominant system of 
language. 

While discussions of the family and daily life in Chinese, Korean, and 
Soviet cinema emphasize the state and its repressive constraints, in much 
u.s. criticism, with the exception of the feminist project analyzing the 
terms of sexual difference, the family is imagined as free, unsullied, natu
ral, a God-given entity, set apart from the political, having little to do with 
economics. This is apparent in much of our film scholarship, as well, 
which argues empirically, albeit analyzing the family as "narrative," as a 
continual retelling of Oedipus. Yet, the story has to do with more than 
Oedipus, or better, Oedipus, in this instance, serves the market economy. 
The family is not outside the social, the state, but rigorously within it -
and sexual difference, while it goes a long way, cannot explain everything. 

In many ways, the 1980s version of the family is a nostalgic, post-World 
War II utopian ghost, at least in the 1988 presidential campaign, with 
appeals from both left and right to private property, particularly the right 
to ownership of a single-family home as a fundamental guarantee of 
democracy, the savings-and-loan-mortgage right of It's a Wonderful Life. 
(Again a tautology of purchase is operative: one can only afford to buy a 
home if the buyer already owns a home and can trade up. The dilemma 
and the impossibility is first-home down payment.) The successful televi
sion series, "thirtysomething," is all about fetishizing the family home and 
the baby - the counter-cultural couple turned angst-laden home owners; 
she stays home with the child while he works in advertising. They both 
remember the good ole days of activism, collectivity; protest turns to nos
talgia and working on relationships in private or family therapy. The 
house needs repair, but the couple has neither time nor money - at least in 
the first two seasons. I predict subtle home improvements in the mise-en
scene for coming seasons. A new costume designer will upscale the female 
characters' wardrobes. 
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As I stated earlier, with apologies for various repetitions, this new 
trendy, athletic, anxious couple echoes, in reverse, the 1960s counter-cul
ture protest against the family. In fact, inversions of the counter-cultural 
and protest issues are daily events, headlines - the anti-drug campaign, 
the revision of Vietnam and the Vets, now aligned with the GOP, civil 
rights moving to separatism as legal guarantees are removed, the take
back of Roe v. Wade for the women's movement. 

At the same time, the 1980s conservatism jumps back to the postwar era 
and the 1950S when women were urged to leave the labor market and the 
city, the pleasures of work and economic independence, and move to the 
suburbs to raise children and placate commuting husbands. The bribe 
then was the single-family, privately owned (mortgage-financed) home 
(with the 1988 savings-and-loan scandal and billion-dollar collapse the 
rip-off of mortgage/interest culture); the pay-off was the family sedan; the 
big bonus was the two-car family for schlepping children to structured lei
sure lessons and activities. With the decline of the u.s. automotive market, 
the loss of many electronic wars, the discrepancy in trade, the escalating 
costs of real estate, rapidly being bought up by other countries, and count
less other factors, the United States has become a debtor nation, like the 
middle-class family built on easy loans, credit, and high interest. In post
war campaigns, shopping, consuming, and the construction of malls and 
strips were hawked as the economic cure (turning the workers into cus
tomers) and the solution to our Cold War fears - consuming would 
assuage anxiety. Now, when fewer goods are produced here, will our 
shopping initiate or prevent a trade war? In the early 1980s, buying Ameri
can was a patriotic act; that no longer appears to be the case. In a time of 
shrinking resources and fewer jobs, women are again being pressured, 
perhaps unconsciously (but, I would argue, the pressure is overt, frontal, 
very conscious), out of the job market, contained, once again, by and 
within domesticity - called "the new traditionalist" in upscale magazine 
ads featuring high-style, glamor women with young children, at home, all 
dressed up like Gracie Allen but not very funny. 

Film releases in 1987, 1988, and 1989 document this trend. Baby Boom 
is apparent, as is Fatal Attraction - mothers with baby girls are good; 
equally, The Good Mother of 1988 is punished for her late 1960s life-style 
by losing her child, her lover, and any life of her own. She had enjoyable 
sex, expressed her desire, and now must be the guilty martyr forever, giv
ing her little girl over to her ex-husband and his wife, the proper, 1980s 
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couple - a real warning to single mothers. The Dead Poets Society, set in 
the 1950S, is the revival of 1960s romantic radicalism and the favored 
poets - the romanticism analyzed by Theodore Roszak as beneath the 
counter-culture. Appropriately, the two star proponents of romantic 
thought are punished - one commits suicide (blamed on his horrid par
ents), the other, Robin Williams, loses his job at a private boys boarding 
school. Women are zombied moms or blonde nymphets. In Punch line, 
Sally Fields plays mom as a stand-up, Disney Church Mouse with wit but 
gingham and bows bad taste. She, the stand-up of perfect normalcy and 
housewifery, wins the comedy contest for an appearance on a late-night 
talk show. Instead, she gives up her Big Chance for the neurotic Tom 
Hanks, a comedian held in the speechless, painful comedy spotlight of the 
Oedipal scenario when Dad the Doctor comes to catch his act. Fields 
chooses her John Goodman husband and home, her family over career, 
however, becoming fashionable in the process, wearing a sleek ensemble 
during her victory / sacrifice performance. At least fame and winning mean 
good taste. The film elicits anxiety, not laughter and release. 

Mom also means out-of-style bad taste, along with an almost speech
less torpor combined with a harried, panicked look - illustrated by Meryl 
Streep in Cry in the Dark; however, as the family is united, her clothes and 
hair become stylish. Social problems mean tacky clothes in a strange, Hol
lywood logic which equates success, familial togetherness, and good taste. 
Jessica Lange, in Everybody's All American, is the wife of a Dennis Quaid 
football hero. Everyone in the movie would rather be with him; the film is 
a series of men walking away from glamorous, sexy Jessica to talk sports. 
Her other man, played by Timothy Hutton, adores her as he writes his 
dissertation/book on Jeb Stuart and finally marries an East Coast Intellec
tual from the Village. The end of the film is the jock (merely a commodity, 
as he discovers, sold out by even his best friend) paying tribute at a sports 
banquet honoring him to the meaning of his life as her. Meanwhile, she 
has linked up with a black businessman, becoming a successful entrepre
neur - this, however, is incidental. Like Rock Hudson and Elizabeth Tay
lor in Giant, he is her hero, his success is her and hers, the ending a tribute 
to the nuclear couple. Women must be grateful for their place as his 
desire. In a recent Fisher Price campaign, children are playing interracial 
house with toy stoves, refrigerators, and sinks, the objects of the Christ
mas sales campaign. The ending of the ad depicting the baby family as a 
consuming unit is comparable to the interracial ending of Giant - an 
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extreme closeup of the eyes of the grandsons - the Mexican-American 
baby together in the crib with the white baby. Unlike Giant, the last shot 
of the Fisher Price ad is of a little girl, in extreme closeup staring at the 
camera, stunned that she is already a housewife, at age four! 

As the women filmmakers and writers from around the world who met 
in the Soviet Union last March to form the first international organization 
of women working in film and television discovered, we have more in 
common than male scholars usually imagine. As Ma Ning traces the cine
matic history of China, the household is a unit of production; women's 
place within that division of labor and profit has changed in the course of 
film history; the representation of the family, linked to women, has 
altered. Ma Ning analyzes the family as metaphorical of the state, argu
ing, however, from the side of production. As I have suggested, in the 
United States, the argument must include consumption, what the nuclear 
family has an inherent right to buy, not so much the right to work but the 
right to have money, with wages rather than conditions of production as 
the issue. Ma Ning describes films in which squabbles between women 
conceal economic struggle, with women as a labor force, within the fam
ily. What is covered up, at great cost in u.s. cinema and life, is the eco
nomic value of wife and mother to the family as a unit. Usually, she is fig
ured as the spender, the shopper - with consumerism, a political issue in 
the 1960s as a claim for buyer's rights against corporations, led by Ralph 
Nader, now transformed into a negative, yuppie practice of shopping. 

However, linked to women as shopping has been since at least Walter 
Benjamin, who equated the wares displayed for sale in the arcades of 
Berlin and Paris with the pleasures of prostitutes, consumerism is, like 
Freud's split response to women, both desired and feared - the guilty 
pleasures of consumption, but also the guarantee of u.s. superiority, what 
the Soviet Union and China do not have, argues u.s. journalism and 
advertising. I remember the Brandenburg twins in my suburban neighbor
hood in the 1950S tallying their consumer durables and comparing their 
count to mine. When we bought a dishwasher, then a luxury, now a neces
sity for many, I won. 

Here there is also a division: the power and profits of mercantile 
maneuvers have been largely had and made by men, while the shopper 
and her low-paid saleslady have been female. However, as Counter-Cul
ture shifts the terms of the debate to contradiction rather than left-exploi-
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tation, the male owners and managers could never fully repress or control 
either the women they exploited as laborers or their customers. (The old 
version of the retail store, the Marshall Fields around the Western world, 
is in decline and changing; its 1920S version can still be seen in the Soviet 
Union.) The argument was pitched to women, the "without you we are 
nothing, so we will exploit you" ploy - the contradiction with which 
women have been contained for years. Rather than the male scholar's neg
ative image of consumerism, and with a nod to Tammy and Imelda, I have 
an image of a gang of roving, old shoppers on a mission of pleasure and 
destruction. I prefer this rampage of the crone shopper to an image of 
golden arches, the move of monopoly, franchise, take a cut culture. What 
will amaze Soviet citizens at the Moscow McDonald's is not the uniform
ity of the Big Mac, not unusual amidst their mass culture of the 1930S not 
the 1980s, without differentiation and multiplicity, but McDonald's sys
tem of speed and obsessive fastidiousness; buying is slow there, and the 
stores are messy and haphazard by u.s. standards. Another dilemma will 
be the trademark Golden Arches in a city without billboards, logos, and 
brazen signs of commerce. 

I want to return briefly to the counter-culture protest and the interest in 
communes and collaboration, the desire to eradicate the historical 
inequities between home and work spaces as well as hierarchies of labor 
and reward - thereby presumably undoing gender prescriptions. (That 
the erasure of these distinctions might be causing women more work in 
the 1980s is an intriguing inversion of left claims, transformed by the mar
ket and purchase.) Although modernized by technology, these groups of 
the 1960s resemble prior utopian, communitarian experiments that drew 
upon socialism, anarchism, free love, and feminism, calling for local, vol
untary cooperation and the organization of producers' and consumers' 
collectives. As Dolores Hayden reminds us in The Grand Domestic Revo
lution, earlier reformers advocated kitchenless houses, apartment coop
eratives with child-care facilities, and shared communal rooms. These 
nineteenth-and early twentieth-century experiments challenged two char
acteristics of industrial capitalism: "the physical separation of household 
space from public space, and the economic separation of the domestic 
economy from the political economy" (which may now be elided). 

The massive, u.s. postwar selling of the private home in the 1950S sig
naled a defeat for these earlier dreams and practicalities; like the devel-
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opment of nuclear power, suburbia spread by the development of fifty 
million low-technology, single-family homes - separate, private spaces 
connected by electricity, radio, telephones, and from 1949 to 1954, TV, 

housed three-quarters of u.s. nuclear families. These very private homes 
of a bath and a half, a barbeque, and green tree were tied to industry, to 
credit via mortgages, with wives as "Mrs. Consumer" or "home manag
ers" married to "home owners," a division of labor resembling Ma Ning's 
assessment of Chinese cinema. As a 1920S home economist wrote: "There 
is a direct and vital business interest in the subject of young love and mar
riage. Every business day approximately 5,000 new homes are begun; new 
'nests' are constructed and new family purchasing units begin operation . 
. . . The founding and furnishing of new homes is a major industrial cir
cumstance in the United States." 

Few of us remember that our space and its furnishings had been critical 
political issues, not only for earlier reformers but in women's "conscious
ness raising" groups of the 1960s and early 1970s. Like the 1950S plethora 
of "labor saving" appliances (many inventions that were jokes in the 1950S, 
like the electric pencil sharpener on "The George Burns and Gracie Allen 
Show," clutter our desks and countertops today), new techniques are 
marketed to keep us complacently in our place - among them the home, 
personal computer and the VCR. Those of us with modems who teach tele
vision and write about it may soon never have to leave. These domesti
cated machines have turned the home into a double workplace (house and 
'real' work) as well as leisure center, without, however, analysis of the 
implications of this new spatial (and economic) politics, which separates 
and collapses the private from and into the public sphere via consumerism 
and electronic self-efficiency, folding work with leisure, like egg whites 
into a souffle. 

The home was scientifically sketched and marketed in women's maga
zines via principles of Fordism and Taylorism, of assembly-line design 
and scientific time management. The linkage of technology to the family, 
the equation of upward mobility with romantic love and the couple, be
came a knot securely tied in cinema. This romance of domesticity was par
tially undone in the films of Buster Keaton. Two marvels of the Fordist 
regime, cars and electricity (including cinema as an electrical machine), 
along with consumer durables and techniques of domesticity, starred in 
his films. 

In the wonderful short films, for example, The Boat, One Week, and 
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The Electric House, technology, upward mobility, and familial recreation 
fail; romance is an illusion that propels the hero to physical miracles, but 
is a drag in the end - all of this for that? In One Week, a newly wed cou
ple build a do-it-yourself house (in one week) from an instruction manual 
- linking the do-it-yourself mentality to the domestic, consumer market, 
with of course a gendered division of labor. The male does the high-tech 
work while the woman appears to be standing around. During a storm, 
the house, copied from The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, spins on its axis, 
spewing forth its occupants. After discovering they built on the wrong 
plot, they proceed to haul the new, distorted house to another lot. On a 
crossing, in a spatial gag, a speeding train misses the house, stranded on 
the tracks. Whew. Immediately, from frame left this time, another train. 
Demolition of the American Dream. 

In The Boat, the intrepid father Ihusband builds a boat in the basement 
of his house; when he hauls it out of the too-small exit, the house comes 
crashing down. When he launches the boat at the dock, it hauls the family 
car in after it. At the end of their harried cruise in a storm, the leaking 
boat sinks. Fade to black. In The Electric House, Keaton, a hapless col
lege graduate inadvertently given the wrong degree, which makes him an 
engineer, wires an upper-class house, replete with an escalator. Needless 
to say, the house goes haywire, catapulting him out of the house into the 
swimming pool, which, wired as it is, proceeds to fill and empty at will, 
sucking him into a sewer. Dinner is served on an electric train that shuttles 
efficiently back and forth from the kitchen to the dining room - until it 
too runs amok, tossing food on the formally attired guests. In the feature
length The Navigator, the linkage of domestic technology to romance is 
clear - when the kitchen apparatus of levers and pulleys works in the mir
rored galley scenes, the couple is getting along; when domestic technology 
is chaos, which it usually is, the couple struggles or fights. 

Along with the critique and comedy of domestic technology gone awry 
or absurdly to pure physics, Keaton indicts marriage as surreal entrap
ment in Seven Chances, with the hero chased by literally hundreds of 
veiled, crazed brides of all shapes, sizes, and ages, frantically pursuing 
him through city streets. Rather than facing the brides, he chooses to 
dodge huge boulders in an avalanche. In Go West, he, the cowboy, prefers 
the cow, Brown Eyes (a parody of D. W. Griffith's character names, for 
example, Intolerance), to the girl, with a critique of masculinity as a mas
querade of costume, attitude, and posture along the way. In Battling But-
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ler, boxing is revealed as truly violent in a rather shocking moment in a 
Keaton film; earlier, there was a fashion parade of various guises of mas
culinity, with Keaton assisted in modeling his finery by his Snits Edwards 
valet. In Keaton's films, clothes do make the man and determine the mas
culine role; Keaton's characters were always very fashion conscious, 
always wearing the right ensembles and gradually growing into the roles 
the clothes represent. All of his films are, to a degree, versions of becom
ing masculine - but masculinity as a set of artificially prescribed roles, 
postures, and outfits, something that could be put on, worn, assumed -
masculinity as a masquerade of power and prowess. 

Yet, for Keaton, like Freud in Jokes and Their Relation to the Uncon
scious, marriage was an institution of entrapment of men by women, lead
ing to old age and the grave - in the lap dissolves of the end of College 
(shots of the wedding, then the couple with children, reading newspapers 
in separate chairs, then old age in the same chairs, and finally death), the 
cap on the gravestone in Cops, the name of a sinking ship in The Boat, the 
Dam/ina, a punning boat name. Unlike the films of Ozu, which portray 
old age in many intriguing ways, as a different stage of life, with variant 
concerns, Keaton's films equated age with death; no matter how old 
Keaton gets, his stories focus on youth - the obsession of cinema. 

Age, equated with death, like our culture and Freud, is what we fear, 
what we hide away in institutions, what we do not respect, what we can
not yet deal with. While aging more than vocal intonation might explain 
the decline of Keaton with the transition to sound (he finally looked too 
old to play the bumbling adolescent on the brink of adulthood), this is 
unusual. There is a double standard of chronological difference, with 
women measured by a ten-year or more calculus than men. 

Keaton's films were made during the high point of Fordism and Tay
lorism - systems of production that, in order to maintain the market, 
relied on turning workers into consumers. Trashing automobiles in silent 
comedy must have had very different social effects on audiences. The sec
ond period, argued by Eric Alliez and Michel Feher, was post-World War 
II, when the corporate world again needed to up the ante of consumption 
to maintain the economy, making demand and supply harmonious. The 
postwar period was also a time of returning soldiers and shrinking jobs. 
As I have repeatedly argued, women were urged to leave the work force, 
relinquishing their jobs to returning soldiers, move to suburbia, and shop 
for consumer durables, including the newest item, television sets. In The 
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Atomic Cafe, a commercial urges us to go to the new shopping centers in 
Southern California as a patriotic cure for our Cold War fears of the 
nuclear bomb. Comparable to Keaton's films, which both dissected and 
advertised new techniques and products, films that quite radically dis
solved the artificial divide between workplace and domestic space, in tales 
told from the singular male's point of view, "I Love Lucy" restages the 
same issues, often using the same comic bits, from women's points of 
view. For Keaton, marriage was an institution of male entrapment; for 
Lucy, marriage ensnared women in domesticity and contradiction. 

Along the way, the series depicts the 1950S push to upward mobility 
(and u.s. economic dominance) and the containment of women. The 
series functions according to the contradictions of nuclear logic: u.s. 
nuclear policy, predicated on simulation and denial of the dangers of radi
ation, is argued as a defensive rather than offensive policy. We must initi
ate wars of containment as defense, just as we must build bombs as pro
tection. The two central contradictions of "Lucy" are her weekly attempts 
to escape domesticity and the boredom of marriage and get a job, her 
twenty-four-minute attempts at escape, and then the overriding of her 
efforts by her weekly failure, at the end, sealed by her happy resignation 
to the home and couple, only to make another run for it seven days later. 
Along with memory, television relies on forgetting, perhaps total amnesia. 

The second premise, the show's real paradox, is her supposed lack of 
talent - Lucy the character is a bad performer and thus just can not make 
it in the world of entertainment. Of course, her character lack is the 
source of the series' greatest pleasure - Lucille Ball the upstaging, brilliant 
star, commandeering center stage and getting the last look, word, and 
laugh in the editing, performing off-key physical comedy like no other 
woman in the history of film or television. Another cover-up is the way 
comedy works to deny the sexuality of women. That Ball was a gorgeous 
Goldwyn Girl, with amazing legs, wearing designer fashion until the move 
to the suburbs, was apparent, her beauty there, but displaced by her being 
funny and out of male control. For men, like Woody Allen, being funny 
makes them more attractive, an interesting reversal. 

Along the seven-year way, the series documents upward mobility, 
secured by consumer durables, shopping, and gossip. Initially, the Ricar
dos live in New York, in a one-bedroom apartment, without a window in 
their living room (a mise-en-scene of living room, bedroom left and 
kitchen right, that sets the scene for the history of situation comedy, a spa-
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tial arrangement that returns in other programs). Ricky is the manager of 
the Tropicana. They move to a larger apartment, with a window. Lucy 
and Ethel gossip and shop, desiring all the new consumer durables from 
dishwashers, clothes washers and dryers, to freezers. Think of the profi
cient chaos in the various kitchen scenes, or "Pioneer Women" in which 
Lucy and Ethel forgo modern conveniences, baking bread and demolish
ing the kitchen, which is a frequently trashed room in a constant displace
ment of resentment if not rage. At moments in the series, the aggression at 
women's plight is palpable, yet like humor, turned to comedy, often at 
women's expense. One consumer durable that Lucy trashes is the TV set -
in the very famous vitametavegemin (she gets drunk rehearsing her com
mercial) episode where she imitates the Phillip Morris character on televi
sion by removing its innards. Lucy might have shopped, particularly for 
fashionable hats, but she mainly demolished consumer items, offhandedly 
and repeatedly. The paradox of purchase, the linkage of women with con
sumer items, negatively as shoppers, is, however, a verbal containment 
that functions through Fred and Ricky's negative remarks about Lucy and 
Ethel's spending habits, throughout various episodes, particularly the very 
funny Paris fashion show. Spending might also be interpreted as a rebel
lion against economic subservience; Fred and Ricky controlled the money, 
giving the women, like children, allowances. 

Along the way, Ricky becomes a movie star, necessitating travel and the 
purchase of a car, with all the ensuing bad women-driver jokes (recurring 
also on Burns and Allen, as well as the Sid Ceasar show). With Fred and 
Ethel, they partake of the new cross-country tourism, journeying to Cali
fornia (where the show was filmed already), seeing hot spots like 
Grauman's Chinese Theater and the Brown Derby and meeting movie 
stars like John Wayne, Orson Welles, William Holden, their "real" friends 
who make appearances on the show as "themselves." Then, the Ricardos 
and Mertz travel to Europe, including Monte Carlo, where Lucy makes 
then casually loses piles of money. Finally, the great move of upward 
mobility is the move to Connecticut and the suburbs, complete with 
Pendleton plaid jackets instead of Lois Jensen fashion. Lucy is now en
sconced in a single-family, two-story house in the suburbs of early Ameri
can chintz, while Ricky has become the owner of the Club Babaloo. Fred 
and Ethel, a small, mom and pop business, are raising chickens for profit 
- leading to the longest laugh in the history of situation comedy: Lucy 
dancing the tango with Ricky while stuffed full of eggs she is hiding from 
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him. But, Lucy has also been busy, as the episodes with Little Ricky dem
onstrate. If the divorce had not ended the series, one of the many confla
tions between the real and fiction, which included a pregnancy, Lucy 
would have been buried alive in the suburbs while little Ricky slammed 
away on his drums. Shortly thereafter, Laura Petrie on "The Dick Van 
Dyke Show" is blissfully happy, in her twenties and pencil thin, in New 
Rochelle, a suburb of New York, content to be a wife and mother - a 
character who is a far cry from the outrageous Lucy - an early feminist 
who, like many of us, could not sort out the contradictions to which she 
was held. 

However, the critical difference is "I Love Lucy" is from women's view
point - albeit denied in the ending of each episode. That u.s. television, 
unlike cinema, has starred middle-aged mothers from the beginning is no 
small difference. Lucy was in her forties during the series, performing 
extraordinary physical comedy. Gracie Allen was in her fifties during the 
run of "Burns and Allen," with a college-aged son who came on the pro
gram. However, this history might be changing in the recent seasons' 
emergence of prepubescent and adolescent males as sitcom leads - symp
tomatic of the huge and growing child's market for designer toys and 
clothing which Nike understands so well as it tests its $150 tennis shoes in 
the black community. The changing role of children on situation comedy, 
and on television series in general, documents the cultural shift to the pro
fessionalization of the family and leisure. The specification of "the family" 
has changed from meaning a unit, to a couple, to an assemblage of indi
viduals, with music now marketed for fetuses. The representation of chil
dren expands and also creates a market for fashion - "The Cosby Show" 
is a perfect example. The children are very different from Little Ricky - a 
whining kid who played the drums but who did not wear designer fashion 
and was basically a caricature, sent to his room as soon as possible so the 
show could continue. 

Foucault's analysis of the nuclear, Western family in The History of 
Sexuality, anchoring reproduction (sexuality) and the circulation of 
wealth, almost too perfectly fits the narrative patterning of Hollywood 
cinema, with the women as excessive, as figures of hysteria - an argument 
1 made in a 1979 essay, "Made in the Fade." Think of the gorgeous, gold
lamed body of Rita Hayworth coupled, in the end, to the middle-class 
body of Gene Kelly in Cover Girl. The history of Hollywood, and of the 
classical musical as the epitome, is one of youthful couples coupling, the 
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end usually being marriage. However, some of us are aging mothers not 
youthful daughters, some of us do not desperately desire that passage into 
the safe arms of the middle-class male as our only means of happiness. 
Some of us, particularly women of color, without education, have never 
had that option, closed to the Filipino women of Exit Subic. While the 
double income of the family has been an issue since the beginning of this 
century, when women worked outside the home in department stores, 
many women are on their own, without money or family. 

The u.s. ideology of familialism is determined by the white, middle
class, heterosexual couple with children. On a recent episode of "Rose
anne," the working-class Barr visits her daughter's yuppie teacher, about 
to leave for racketball. After checking out the desks with a wary glance 
and deciding her fat body will not fit, Roseanne sits on top. The thin, 
blonde, young teacher on her way to racketball informs Roseanne that her 
daughter has been barking in history class and has a serious problem. 
Roseanne asks whether her daughter has stopped barking. The teacher 
says yes, to which Roseanne ingenuously and logically asks, "Then, 
what's the problem?" The teacher wants a psychological explanation and 
inquires about their time spent together. Roseanne, archly and pointedly 
whines, "You mean quality time? I work full time and have three children; 
I have no time." As Patricia Zimmerman argues in Cinema Journal in an 
essay tracing the home movie phenomenon with arguments that overlap 
with mine, the ideology of familialism "mirror[s] work." The family 
becomes a recreational activity which involves togetherness or quality 
time. Intimacy, togetherness, and consumerism, according to Zimmer
man, have hooked up, marketed as constant, organized, efficient leisure. 
Of course, this is the version of the family that "Roseanne" works against, 
yet paradoxically demonstrates at the same time. After all of Roseanne's 
refusals to buy her daughter the very expensive dress she so aggressively 
wants for the prom, Roseanne capitulates in the end; we all sigh with 
relief. Television commercials are pitched to the private family - although 
most television genres like "Roseanne" have an extended family of friends, 
coworkers, and a sister. The family addressed by advertising is decentral
ized, like the television spectator; the family here has the power of private 
consumption. At the same time, the family represented within programs is 
usually an extended family which rarely consumes. As Zimmerman 
writes, the family has "camouflaged the transcription of the values of the 
workplace into the home," which, for women writers with computers, is 
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the place of work. Leisure is thus standardized, homogenized, with the 
"capitalistic values of proficiency, orderliness, and control." Family and 
children become ends unto themselves: "With leisure time escalating, one 
of the nuclear family's most important forms of recreations was itself." 
Hence such terms as togetherness, harmony, travel - all of which are per
formances of familialism. The nuclear family, enclosed in the family 
camping van (The Long Trailer, again with Lucille Ball), is quantitatively 
and qualitatively together, yet separate from the rest of the world, like the 
TV spectator. Children, according to Zimmerman, become the goal of life 
and of recreation, with parenting as a leisure-time hobby. The family is an 
end, rather than a means to an end. Thus, when children leave, parents go 
into mourning; on holidays, at public festivals, childless adults feel out of 
place. Do single individuals ever take home movies? Use a video camera? 
These technologies are all about the ideology of familialism, as is televi
sion. As I argued earlier, and as critical additions to Zimmerman's model, 
the family is also the problem and a gendered division of unequal labor. 

However, forgotten in most cultural exegeses, and to a degree in Zim
merman's, is that leisure, like shopping, can be exhausting physical labor 
for women (and not only in the Soviet Union, where, still, women who 
work outside the home, and most of them do, take full domestic responsi
bility as well) - who assume most of the burden for all this fun and recrea
tion (while men take still, moving, or video pictures). I love the button of 
the middle 1980s: "Are we having fun yet?" Maintaining their bodies, held 
in the ideology of youth, and their homes, the constant concerns of TV, are 
other full-time jobs and sources of anxiety. As I argued earlier, there is a 
double standard (along with a biological determinism of housework: 
women are born vacuumers and ironers, tasks too complexly difficult for 
unevolved men to perform well). In Tucker, which meticulously imitates 
the real Tucker - the Fordist entrepreneur and inventor of an innovative 
automobile with seat belts, resuscitated in the 1980s - measured against 
documentary footage, his wife, heavy, middle-aged in the clips, returns in 
the film as tall, blonde, skinny, and twenty-two years old. At one moment 
in A Cry in the Dark, a film set amidst scandal magazines and a harpy 
press, a mother accused of murdering her child while on a camping vaca
tion now very pregnant, asserts her real crime (not child abandonment or 
murder) - she is too fat: that is why her husband is avoiding her. 

While many critics continually analyze "coming of age" films, they fail 
to historically notice that this is not a genre or a recent phenomenon, but 
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much of Hollywood cinema. The bildungsroman banishes old age, chil
dren, and generational differences to the periphery. Like Freud, cinema 
prefers death to aging - which may be an economic issue, tied to box
office biology and chronology. In fact, many of the films in this festival 
were about youth: The Fated Lovers (Thailand); The Year My Voice 
Broke (an Australian film where the audience empathizes with the young 
man's anguish rather than the pregnant young woman! At one point in the 
film, she wonders, quite correctly, whether we might worry about her 
feelings instead of staring at her nymphet legs as the film does); The King 
of Children (every time the heavy, assertive young woman speaks, cast as 
the nag that she is, the audience erupted into laughter); and Exit Subic. 
However, as the population and movie audience ages, so will the female 
stars. I wonder what would happen if, as in the Soviet Union, women 
gained access to the means of production and were allowed to make films 
into middle and old age, as men have been able to do. That would be 
another story, of this I am certain. 

Lana Gogoberidze is a brilliant case in point. A graduate of film school 
in Moscow (in that system, the equivalent of a Ph.D.) and a respected, 
well-known director in the Georgian Film Studio for a number of years, 
she has made two recent films that are of particular interest to me here, 
along with being available for rental. These quite extraordinary films 
address the personal and professional complexity of women's lives; they 
engage and represent a politics of everyday life, including anxiety and van
ity, where the domestic and work spaces blur in favor of the person, an eli
sion typical of many women's lives. The narrative style is one of innova
tion, of experimentation and affect - intimate, moving, beautifully shot, 
intricately edited, and brilliantly performed. But these films also take on 
difficult social and political issues - seen, however, from women's view
points, perhaps illustrating Bakhtin's distinction between official and 
unofficial or popular culture, the latter which he argues is "free, full of 
ambivalent laughter ... familiar contact with everybody and every
thing," with respect for the intimate, the familiar, "the repertory of small, 
everyday genres." This dialogic culture he sets against monologic culture, 
which is "serious and somber, beholden to strict hierarchical order, filled 
with fear, dogmatism, devotion, and pretense." 

For Gogoberidze, a quite remarkable, beautiful, humorous, and pow
erful woman, the personal is political and the political is personal. Most 
critically for me, these are films for and about women, made by a woman 
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who cares about women of all ages, including relatives, friends, and her 
life in the process. Exactly like her films, I had the feeling in the Soviet 
Union of a strong, supportive network of women, including great respect 
for the collaboration and work of actresses. These films, which I will soon 
title, traverse the separation of fact and fiction, adding doses of autobiog
raphy, including casting her daughter and grandchild, her friends, and 
out-of-work, older actresses. Her films run the gamut of ages - from 
youth to old age, with intersections, meetings, squabbles, incomprehen
sion, love, and negotiations between generations along the way. Ages are 
complex stages of life with new and sad things to be learned and experi
enced, not portrayed as negative or positive stereotypes or masquerades 
but intricate representations with their varying dilemmas. Her films are 
about friendship, commonalities within differences rather than divides 
and separations and lacks. The narrative structure is one of logical but 
freewheeling chance encounters, like the characters moving through the 
city streets and spaces, a flowing style of wandering, straying from the 
path, gathering clues and bright details, what Deleuze and Guattari call a 
rhizome, or like the structure of French farce but without the artifice, 
without the constraints of deceit or conceit. 

Interviews on Personal Matters was released in Georgian in the Soviet 
Union in 1978 (with subtitles in Russian). Like her 1986 Turnover, some
times translated as Turnabout, Personal Matters stars middle-aged and 
old women, giving them the look and the voice, and, I must add, the 
story. Biographical detail is mixed into the fiction; documentary style is 
combined with narrative style. Critically, both films concern women's 
issues - appearance, aging, relationships between mothers and daughters 
and friends, and the difficulty of juggling roles (mother, daughter, wife, 
journalist, friend, activist, cook/waitress, lover, which constantly shift) 
and jobs - including professional work and domestic labor. The voices, 
like the roles, are split within the films: for example, in Turnabout, an 
aging actress trying to remain young by retaining her former, "star" mas
querade, dressed like the leading actress she once was and is in life, wear
ing leopard skins, turban hats, dramatic eye makeup - almost a Lana 
Turner stereotype of Hollywood glamor of the 1940S - gets a job acting 
again. The famous actress who played the part in the film lives the part 
and the style of clothing in real life - she was unmistakenly recognizable 
at the women's meeting in Tblisi. The film does not parody her, just loves 
her for exactly what she is, a wonderful actress and beautiful woman, 
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poignantly growing old and unable to get parts in films. Other characters 
in the film include an artist/daughter, a woman dying in the hospital, 
worrying about her illegitimate child, and an old woman wondering 
about where she should live. Bakhtin's valuation of intonation - which is 
"always at the boundary between the verbal and the nonverbal, the said 
and the unsaid .... Intonation is the sound expression of social evalua
tion" - is impeccably pertinent for the spreading out of enunciation. As 
Bakhtin argues, intonation is directed toward life and the listener, in his or 
her capacity as ally or witness. We partake of these films, although not 
speaking either Russian or Georgian delimits this process for me. Genera
tional and chronological difference are critical issues of the film, complex 
problems. Ironically intercut throughout the film is footage of a psychol
ogy class trying to analyze the emotion of a woman in a silent film - like 
Kuleshov's early editing experiments. This footage can be taken in many 
directions. One reading is the inability of men to portray and then inter
pret women - particularly their emotions, affect, especially when women 
are silent. 

In Interviews on Personal Matters, Sofiko, a journalist in Tblisi, where 
Gogoberidze lives in a book-filled penthouse with her daughter and 
grandchild, is married, with two children, an elderly mother, and a hus
band. (That aging parents, particularly mothers, live with their children 
has much to do with the availability of housing, as well as familial labor 
and responsibility.) Sofiko is seen on the streets, traversing the city with 
confidence, to a degree, on the run, shuttling between work and home. 
She is dedicated to her job and the story about women she is covering but 
is becoming increasingly aware that her husband, Arturo, is no longer 
interested in her - her work prevents her from being a "real" wife - so he 
says. She believes that her aging is making her less attractive. In several 
scenes, she scrutinizes herself in the mirror - slowly, silently examines her 
face, her eyes. The film slows down, almost stops during these tiny but 
crucial moments, just an inadequate glance at self as other. She wants to 
look "young." She tries wearing a brown wig, flashy clothes, and talking 
in an excited manner at a tennis match. 

The story she is working on, the title of the film, has to do with a cross 
section of women, the conditions of their lives. Into that journalistic 
world and the film, her past, her mother erupts, as do her childhood and 
the aunts who raised her. Her mother had been taken to Stalin's camps; 
now, fifteen years or more later, she remembers the scene of her return, 
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now an old, tired, and unfamiliar woman. Reportedly, this was the first 
mention in film of the camps and exile - a scene taken from Gogo
beridze's life, which has involved painful, violent separations. Through
out the film, which intercuts the past into the present, we see the daily life 
of women - cooking, serving dinner, arranging children, shifting from 
one role and duty to another, like the various but syncretic styles of the 
film. In uncanny ways, this very postmodern style of detailed wandering, 
of dispersed voices, of intersecting generations, all mixed in with domes
ticity and affect, accords with the rhythm of women's work. 

The film addresses our fears of old age - the mother wants to go to a 
home - its poignant complexity and vulnerability, particularly acute for 
women. In the middle of the film, while working, Sofiko sees her hus
band, Arturo, with a younger woman, triggering Sofiko's self-doubts and 
scrutiny. Yet amidst the pain of this betrayal, the pleasure she takes from 
her work is palpable, as are her strengths and abilities in the family. In 
many ways, this is a work of art set within Gogoberidze's daily life - the 
streets and offices and apartments of Tblisi, where she lives and works 
with her friends and collaborators, who include many other powerful 
women. For Freud, this film and Sofiko's satisfaction in her profession 
would be an impossibility - as would the implied and subtle critique of 
domestic labor where Sofiko is seen, ambivalently, serving the men during 
dinner. What would not have surprised Freud, however, would have been 
the older man and the younger woman, for within the Freudian scenario, 
it is proper that the daughter pass on to the father who will care for her. 
The reverse scenario is not so socially sanctioned, despite Ruth Gordon or 
Cher. 

A sad reprise of generational difference is heard in Freud's "Anxiety and 
Instinctual Life": "I once succeeded in freeing an unmarried woman, no 
longer young, from the complex symptoms which ... had excluded her 
from any participation in life. She ... plunged into eager activity, in 
order to develop her by no means small talent and to snatch a little recog
nition, enjoyment, and success late though the moment was [my empha
sis]. But everyone of her attempts ended either with people letting her 
know or with herself recognizing that she was too old to accomplish any
thing in that field." Social conditions are mistaken for "symptoms," as 
Freud continues his tale - remade as "I Love Lucy." Rather than relapse, 
she, the "unmarried woman, no longer young," had continual accidents 
"till at last she made up her mind to resign her attempts and the whole agi-



PATRICIA MELLENCAMP 

tation came to an end." Her resignation is Freud's success, the happy end
ing, and women's tragedy. In spite of her talents, she was too old; narcis
sistic rage was the result. 

Like the function of gallows humor in which the prisoner makes a joke 
on the way to the hanging, exactly the structure of "I Love Lucy," women's 
anger against social conditions is turned inward, their anger inflicted on 
their bodies: "She fell down and sprained her ankle or hurt her knee or she 
injured her hand." Later, "sore throats, rheumatic swellings." Thus Freud 
links masochism with femininity, when aggressiveness "may not be able to 
find satisfaction in the external world because it comes up against real 
obstacles," triggering "the compulsion to repeat." Again, I think of Lucy's 
physical struggle, repeated weekly, to escape the confines of I950S policies 
of containment of women in marriage and domesticity by getting a job 
and ending up, instead, in the suburbs of Connecticut, away from New 
York City and work, wearing Pendleton country garb. For Freud, there is 
"no doubt about the origin of this unconscious need for punishment." 
While he labels it "guilt," the "real obstacles" are, of course, sexism and 
ageism, perhaps governmental policy in the I950S, the price women pay 
for a "healthy economy." 

Unlike the history of u.s. cinema and Freud, who would rather have 
died than grow old, u.s. television series (not so much the news division, 
although this is changing) allow women to be middle-aged and mothers; 
Gracie Allen, derailing the laws and syntax of patriarchal language, was 
in her forties during her series, with her real son, Ronnie, playing a college 
student at USC; in her seventies, Lucille Ball returned in yet another series 
and made-for-Tv movie, The Stone Pillow, where she played a bag lady, 
without her trademark eyelashes, makeup, and flaming red hair. Middle
aged mothers have always been center stage in u.s. situation comedy. 
"The Golden Girls" is a big hit; women's desire and friendship predomi
nates, with men good for only two things, one being ex-husband jokes. 
Cagney and Lacey stride the streets of New York, together, confidently, 
tough but idiosyncratic and sensitive women, now in daily rerun although 
the series was canceled. "Dynasty" and "Dallas" depict powerful, over
forty women, mothers who date handsome, young but powerful men, 
while Angela Lansbury, well over fifty, rules the mysterious roost of aging, 
out-of-work, Tv-rerun celebrities on "Murder, She Wrote." 

In this Sunday-night series, the jogging, jowly Jessica Fletcher, the 
famous writer of best-selling mysteries, is hefty, has bags, sags, wrinkles 
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(recently uplifted by cosmetic surgery and thinned out by weight loss), 
wit, and intelligence. Humble as mom's apple pie and sharp as a motherly 
tack, she is also clearly superior - the respected star of Broadway musi
cals who here plays a writer (and appears, outside the series, as the host of 
prestigious award tributes in New York) surrounded by TV history, former 
stars now content to play second fiddle whom this series remembers and 
employs. What Lansbury, as a Hollywood second stringer, might have 
been, without Broadway. We measure these many guests against the last 
time we saw them, like high school or college reunions, which the pro
grams resemble - assemblages of people with little in common other than 
being vaguely familiar as another character whom we try to remember 
and identify from our past by providing an old context of memory - not 
our own but of TV. The former stars are more humble here - like the cap
tain of the football team returning to the reunion as a bill collector, grow
ing shorter with the years. Shortly after Jessica meets many of the visiting 
"stars," they die and return to TV heaven as reruns - the series as a grave
yard of unremembered TV history. The show is grisly with casual, predict
able murders (which no one mourns) by Jack Carter, Martin Landau, or 
Lynda Day George. Death, like celebrity, is evanescent, transient, insignif
icant, not nearly as tragic for an actor as not working. Better Health, 
which rates TV programs according to their healthy life-styles, ranks this 
program highly because Jessica bicycles and jogs through her quaint 
Maine seacoast fishing village, hustling to scenes of the numerous crimes. 

While Jessica/ Angela is clearly positioned as a world-famous author/ 
sleuth, a very independent woman quite content to remain at home, work
ing in Cabot Cove, she is also an inveterate globe-trotter, with famous 
friends and relatives whom she rescues around the world. Thus, she has 
both the security of being a small-town local and the fantasy of the retiree 
as professional, capable tourist - tourism as beneficial, adventurous lei
sure. Each episode proves Jessica's real sleuthing skills and becomes mate
rial for her next best-seller; she can deal with the real as well as its fiction. 

Work, not sex, is the wellspring of her desire and the source of her plea
sure. Jessica does not need or want a man - although the repeated refer
ences to her dead husband and their high romance is the true love sanction 
for her independence. (Also, celibacy might be what we expect from a 
widow of her over-fifty age.) In the end of each episode, except for the 
dead person whom no one remembers anyway, she solves the mystery and 
the personal dilemma that went with it. Solving crimes is helping friends 
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and fodder for her next best-seller - the personal and the professional 
overlap - for this woman who takes her pleasure in her work, and in her 
solitude. 

More remarkable, however, along with the cavalier disregard for death 
as merely another daily occurrence, not to be feared, is what I can only 
call a severe TV critique of the heterosexual couple and the family
resembling Barthes's description of domesticity as an endless, nagging 
argument that can only stop with violence. While Jessica's or Ms. Fletch
er's world consists of a series of multiple couples, they are unpleasant if 
not miserable partners - bickering, unfaithful, disloyal, and sometimes 
murderous. For example, in the chowder episode, Amos, the Tom Bosley 
sheriff, is visited by his sister, Vinnie (Anne Meara), who has left her mean 
husband, Elmo. Elmo and his horrid, rude family travel to Cabot Cove to 
bring back Vinnie. At a dinner party at Jessica's, Elmo the ugly is drugged 
to death. No one cares. These awful people who insulted the food and 
each other play out domestic squabbles more violent than murder. As we 
learn during the investigation, marriage is even worse than it initially 
appeared - Elmo was a drug addict, a manic-depressive who beat his 
wife. As horrendous as all this might appear, the effects are happily can
celed, like the board game, Clue, wherein murder is merely the engine 
for deduction, for thought. Benjamin's distinction between memory 
as destructive and remembrance as conservative aptly describes the 
affects which finally preserve, conserve "the family" - Jessica's extended 
family. 

In contrast to marital strife, Jessica's self-contained life is harmonious 
and exciting. During this episode's family squabble, Jessica is trying to fin
ish her book, constantly being interrupted at home by either the sheriff 
and his problems or the doctor (the other Cabot Cove regular, played by 
William Windom) - at one point, she imitates an answering machine to 
preserve her privacy. Amos and Seth, like Cabot Cove, serve as her jovial, 
extended, sexless family. However, she can say no, which she does in this 
episode; she can preserve time for her own work: she agrees to have the 
central dinner party (actually a nightmare - everyone criticizes the food 
and falls asleep during the soup course and one guest dies after eating her 
famous fish chowder) after she has finished her novel. While it is always a 
struggle against her helpful nature, her work comes first. As a concluding 
aside: a female deputy sheriff who will not make coffee or type, who rides 
a motorcycle and arrives, competently, in the nick of time, was introduced 
on this episode. The tongue-in-cheek parody of feminist exaggeration, 
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including the comic sheriff and doctor, tone down and contain the social 
commentary, as does the narrative trajectory of solving crimes. 

According mothers and fifty to sixty-year-old female characters central 
roles and careers is not insignificant, as Jessica and the other "Golden 
Girls" so aptly demonstrate. In the master narratives of the West, particu
larly psychoanalysis, mothers are rarely the subjects of stories or the pro
ducers of discourse (although for Freud, they are interchangeable with 
anxiety). If "psychoanalysis is nothing if not a theory of childhood, then, 
the child's particular blind spot is an inability to have any realistic notion 
of the mother as an other subjectivity," as Susan Suleiman argues in The 
Mother Tongue, then along with mother's subjectivity, the child of Freud 
also does not tolerate aging. Unlike the duality of cinema's representation 
as either young or old (and holding stars to that determination, for exam
ple, Mary Pickford, Greta Garbo, Mickey Rooney, Buster Keaton), a 
spectrum of age and generational difference exists on television, compara
ble, in a very different way, to Gogoberidze's films. 

To conclude with another feminist theorist, a comic - Lily Tomlin. Tel
evision is represented in a very different way in The Search for Signs of 
Intelligent Life in the Universe, her I986 one-woman Broadway show 
written by Jane Wagner, her long-time collaborator and personal friend. 
Tomlin's bag-Iady/postmodern philosopher, Trudy, an acute theorist of 
mass culture, is the narrator who, after shock treatment which "gave me. 
new electrical circuitry," has a "built-in Betamax in my head. Records any
thing. It's like somebody's using my brain to dial-switch through human
ity. I pick up signals that seem to transmit snatches of people's lives." The 
entire performance is akin to flipping or zapping through TV channels, 
picking up bits and pieces of diverse lives, overhearing the most intimate, 
personal discussions and conversations - often labeled gossip, another 
cultural artifact that is negatively linked to women. The format is a string 
of sketches with recurrent characters to which Trudy returns. Like TV, the 
characters share private experiences in public, with strangers, providing 
companionship - for the homeless, crazy, funny, and clever Trudy - the 
TV audience. "Laugh tracks: I gave TV sitcoms the idea for canned laugh
ter. I got the idea, one day I heard voices and no one was there." 

Trudy, the homeless bag lady on the streets ("I forget things .... The 
other day, I forgot where I put my house keys - looked everywhere, then I 
remembered I don't have a house"), is what we avoid seeing, never mind 
hearing - as we look away and are repulsed by old age, ours and others', 
along with poverty in this culture. Because she hears voices, including 
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aliens from another planet and Howard at Howard Johnson's, and talks 
to herself, she is perceived as crazy. Yet she demands that people see her, 
look at her, realize her intelligence, which as assembled theater audience, 
now captive rather than hurried passerby on the street, we must do: "1 got 
the kind of madness Socrates talked about. A divine release of the soul 
from the yoke of custom and convention." Unlike Baudrillard, Trudy 
refuses to be intimidated by reality: "After all, what is reality anyway? 
Nothing but a collective hunch .... 1 made some studies, and reality is 
the leading cause of stress amongst those in touch with it. 1 can take it in 
small doses, but as a life-style, 1 found it too confining." The outcast is 
everywoman, both prophet and sage, the unifying thread of all the charac
ters' lives. Her level of parody of the pop psychology, self-help move
ments, along with a critique of mass culture, is exquisite theory and pow
erful, satirical politics: "1 said, 'Mr. Nabisco, sir! You could be the first to 
sell the concept of munching to the Third World. We got an untapped 
market here! These countries got millions and millions of people don't 
even know where their next meal is comin' from. So the idea of eating 
between meals is somthin' just never occurred to 'em!' " 

Trudy is the aging receiver of television, but hardly passive as Adrienne 
Rich argues regarding television. However, socially and politically, the 
bag lady, the old woman, the frightening crone of fairy-tales, is the most 
marginal character - crazy and homeless, a real I988 social problem, a 
comic representation, like Lyn's new poverty, of women's current eco
nomics, which are not funny. The dialogue unravels the contradictions of 
women's history - turning "the ideology of gender" inside out by taking 
mass culture as a critical component of women's lives. The witty reversals 
also revel in the pleasures and power of language - truly a "dream of a 
common language" but a commonality built on productive differences. 

For Tomlin, Gogoberidze, Ball, Lansbury/Fletcher, and Me, women 
"of a certain age" are never too old to experience the pleasure of their own 
work - a gratification and meaningfulness denied to many women. 

Patricia Mellencamp, an associate professor in the Department of Art History at 
the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, is co-editor of Cinema and Language 
and Re-vision: Essays in Feminist Film Criticism. She has written on video, televi
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Avant-Garde Film, Video and Feminism is forthcoming from Indiana University 
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edited. 
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Book Review 

David Bordwell. Ozu and the Poet
ics of Cinema. Princeton, New Jer
sey: Princeton University Press, 
1988. x, 406 pages, illustrations. 
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Someone asked why he did not track in 
his color films; Yasujiro Ozu respond
ed, "My camera angle is very low, and 
we don't have a camera which can 
move at such a low angle." The answer 
is typically oblique: Ozu tracked the 
same low camera throughout the silent 
era and beyond. This lack of specificity 
about his most "unreasonable style," as 
David Bordwell describes it, has sent 
critics scurrying in an amazing variety 
of directions. Depending on the au
thor, that signature low angle is the 
point of view of a child, a dog or a god; 
evidence of a Japanese aesthetic sensi
bility untainted by Western influence; 
or, the most popular explanation, the 
perspective of someone sitting Japanese 
style on a tatami mat. Bordwell sug
gests the low angle is one component of 
a larger aesthetic system, and he spends 
more than four hundred pages in Ozu 
and the Poetics of Cinema describing 
and contextualizing Ozu's films with 
the historical poetics of neoformalism. 

Like Noel Burch before him, Bord
well revises our conceptualization of 
Japanese film history and, at the same 
time, has set his sights on the whole of 
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cinema studies by aiming at this tiny 
Asian archipelago. This impressive 
book is certainly the most important 
work on Japanese cinema since the 
publication of Burch's To the Distant 
Observer (1979). 

The book is divided into two parts 
of nearly equal length. The first half is 
a detailed account of Ozu's work using 
Bordwell's historical poetics as a tool 
to understand more about Ozu, evalu
ate previous criticism, and put poetics 
itself to the test. The second part pro
vides individual readings of every ex
tant film (in the case of lost films, 
Bordwell relays what information is at 
hand). Preceding each essay, Bordwell 
compiles basic information such as 
credits; length in meters, reels, and 
minutes; surviving prints and negative; 
and a plot summary. This latter half 
provides a handy reference to individ
ual films, but its primary intent is to 
expand the argument of the first half. 
One may find the detail of these essays 
overwhelming; without the films at 
hand, they become slightly dull. 

On the other hand, relieved of the 
burden of analyzing every extant film, 
the first part features lively and precise 
writing. The first three of the eight 
chapters contextualize Ozu's life and 
work in terms of a range of extrinsic 
norms. The "career" found in chapter I 
is of a typical director at Shochiku. 
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Chapter 2 places that career against the 
background of the industry's mode of 
production and consumption, that is, 
the generic, formal, and cultural norms 
within which Ozu worked. Chapter 3 
proceeds through Ozu's referential ma
terial (the family, salarymen, Tokyo 
city, contemporary fads, and so forth) 
and his thematic material (reflection 
on the past, impermanence of the 
present). 

The Ozu who arises from these 
chapters differs significantly from the 
conservative craftsman or Zen artisan 
described by most accounts. Postwar 
audiences and critics may consider Ozu 
in these latter terms, but once placed 
squarely in the context of his times, he 
appears a "typical" Shochiku director 
making (unique) films about "everyday 
life." Bordwell is interested in the "bio
graphical legend" created by media and 
critical discourse only to the extent that 
it affects the way audiences perceive 
Ozu'swork. 

The following three chapters focus 
on how Ozu organized and manip
ulated his material (everyday life) with
in the extrinsic norms. Rather than 
searching for what the formal features 
of Ozu's style mean, Bordwell asks 
how they function and what effects 
they produce. He avoids a simple cata
log of Ozu's style (low angle, no 
camera movement, graphic matching, 
torqued bodies, mismatched eyelines, 
peculiar transitions, the color red, and 
so on), describing how that style is an 
impressive system of form and varia
tion. Authors such as Donald Richie 
(Ozu, 1974) and Paul Schrader (Tran
scendental Style in Film, 1972) attach 
thematic significance to these formal 
features: the style is so unusual, so it 

must mean something. Bordwell, on 
the other hand, emphasizes that style, 
in Ozu's case, may be appreciated for 
its own sake. 

Generally, this conception of Ozu 
seems appropriate; at the same time, it 
remains one of the weaker points in the 
work of Bordwell and Kristin Thomp
son. An example of its untenability as a 
strict principle is the famous vase from 
the ending of Late Spring (1949). Hara 
Setsuko lies in bed, and Ozu inserts 
two cutaways to a vase. Richie and 
Schrader struggle to describe the effect 
of the shot on the involved spectator, 
attempting to invest it with thematic 
meaning. While their success is debat
able, they still correspond roughly to 
the experience of watching the film. 
Bordwell cannot do this. Formal fea
tures do not hold thematic meaning in 
Ozu's films, so he explains it away as 
one of Ozu's point-of-view shots unat
tached to any particular character's 
perspective (p. II7). This may be logi
cally correct, but it simply does not jibe 
with the experience of the ending. It is 
indicative of the inability of poetics to 
deal with connotative meaning, or any
thing that is not readily available to 
observation (Bordwell acknowledges 
this problem to some extent). While 
one can find moments where formal 
features invite thematic interpreta
tions, Bordwell's case seems much 
stronger in the context of his in-depth 
description of Ozu's formal system. 
Ozu as a "parametric" director be
comes a convincing description, if only 
Bordwell avoids his tendency toward 
essentialist positions against thematic 
readings. 

Bordwell goes to great length to fit 
this unreasonable style into a formal 
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system that does not subsume formal 
play to narrative transmission, and 
that is firmly rooted in the American 
cinema Ozu loved. Most critics use the 
catalogue of Ozu's style to emphasize 
his radical difference from classical 
norms. Bordwell, in contrast, feels Ozu 
was simply more self-restricting and 
rigorous than he needed to be. Over 
the years Ozu developed, film by film, 
a rigorous, systematic style that privi
leged pattern and spectacular (if mi
nute) variation. Rather than appealing 
to mystifying concepts like mu, mono 
no aware, or thousands of years of 
poetry, Bordwell's analysis finds a di
rector who simply privileged form, 
who elevated it to a position every bit 
as important as narrative. For specta
tors possessing sufficient powers of ob
servation, Ozu provides films so richly 
varied that their nuances may be so 
subtle as to verge on imperceptibility. 

The analysis of intrinsic norms in 
chapters 4 through 6 is a methodologi
cal step toward studying historical fac
tors in chapter 7. Here Bordwell derails 
previous attention to vague concepts 
like mu and distant poetic traditions 
like renga, preferring to attribute more 
relevance to popular culture. 

Bordwell's position on Ozu has been 
public enough since the early 1970s, 
but in a book he has the chance to 
develop his ideas to impressive com
plexity and also to address all of the 
significant writing on Ozu. He has a 
chance to show both the strengths and 
the inadequacies of previous attempts 
to deal with Ozu. Although Bordwell is 
quick to give credit where it is due, at 
times the book reads like a catalogue of 
slams. Poetics is most convincing at 
close formal analysis; mistakes and 
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mystifications by other writers be
come painfully obvious. Bordwell 
tucks more or less trivial critical sloppi
ness, such as a series of frame enlarge
ments placed in the wrong order, in an 
end note. However, when sloppiness or 
questionable observations are crucial 
to an author's thesis, Bordwell is quick 
to contrast that writer's methods with 
his own. For example, he shows how 
Noel Burch's discussion of Woman of 
Tokyo (1933) is appallingly inaccurate 
(pp. 237-242). Burch omits shots from 
shot-by-shot descriptions and stills 
from series of frame enlargements, 
even shuffling their order. He mistimes 
entrances and exits, and some of his 
descriptions are simply wrong. He 
seems to ignore anything that might 
weaken his argument, which is based 
in large part upon this very film. 
Checking both discussions against the 
film makes Bordwell's case for poetics 
look pretty appealing. 

While nearly all other critics come 
under scrutiny, Burch is arguably the 
most crucial for Japanese film studies, 
and Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema 
represents an across-the-board rejec
tion of Burch's argument in To the Dis
tant Observer. Burch shifted the Gol
den Age of Japanese cinema from the 
1950S (where most Western critics put 
it) to the prewar, preoccupation cin
ema, a national cinema he felt was 
untainted by Western, bourgeois de
coupage. Ozu, of course, was a privi
leged example, lauded for his total 
rejection of Western cinematic codes. 
Bordwell, as one might imagine, 
chooses to differ. 

In prewar cinema, Bordwell distin
guishes "the widespread use of Ameri
can conventions as a frame for elabo-



BOOK REVIEW 

rate technical embroidery, even in films 
by ordinary directors" (p. 21). He calls 
this eclectic style decorative classicism 
and identifies three tendencies. The 
calligraphic style, pioneered by Dai
suke Ito, is characteristic of the cham
bara sword films with their frenetic, 
discontinuous decoupage and bravura 
camera movement. The pic to rialist 
style is associated with Meiji and 
Taisho period melodrama, especially 
with Mizoguchi's dense composition: 
"long shots predominate, deep space 
and deep-focus cinematography are 
common, decor and lighting create an 
abstract effect, and figures are typically 
subordinated to the overall design" (p. 
23). Finally, the piecemeal style is simi
lar to the one-bit-of-info-per-shot prin
ciple of 1917-1925 Hollywood cinema 
and is generally found in gendai-geki 
(modern stories). Scenes in this style 
are broken up into highly legible, static 
shots. According to Bordwell, "it is 
evident that Ozu worked with the 
piecemeal style - partly because of its 
generic predispositions, partly be
cause of [studio head] Kido's policy, 
and partly because of the possibilities 
it holds for mixing playfulness and 
rigor" (p. 24). 

This is one of the extrinsic norms 
against which Bordwell examines Ozu, 
and while it is only a few pages in the 
second chapter, it has far-reaching im
plications. A combination of historical 
factors and sheer physical logistics has 
made this prewar body of films inac
cessible to all but a few writers (in the 
West, at least). Burch called this period 
terra incognita in 1979, and ten years 
later, despite a number of detractors of 
To the Distant Observer, Burch still 
informs our conception of this period 

of Japanese cinema. While Bordwell 
submits lists of characteristic films for 
each style, he really offers only one 
thorough example (outside of Ozu). 
Until Bordwell offers more detail, or 
some other critics jump into the fray, 
this book leaves the prewar cinema 
very much in the air. 

The eighth chapter contains a col
lection of more controversial positions, 
starting with a "rational-choice" model 
of filmmaking and viewing: "The lan
guage of rational action - strategies, 
tactics, choice, selection, decision, 
problem, solution - has permeated my 
account of Ozu's art. That is because a 
conception of the filmmaker and the 
film viewer as deliberating agents is 
central to the historical poetics I pro
pose .... First, out of an abstract set 
of possible choices, the structural con
straints of a situation narrow the op
tions to a feasible subset. Then from 
this subset an agent makes an inten
tional choice based on beliefs, desires 
and rational goals" (p. 162). 

Bordwell offers Ozu as an archety
pal example. In the context of Ozu's 
extrinsic norms (which include the ge
neric policies of Shochiku and Kido, 
budget limitations, decorative classi
cism, and the like), Ozu developed his 
own, quirky style based on rational 
choices and goals. This rational agent 
is based on Jon Elster's (Marxist) mod
el of rational social action; on Elster's 
lead, Bordwell insists it does not sub
scribe to a "voluntarist subject" (p. 
163). He concedes that larger causes 
precede and determine the choices of 
the rational agent and intentional ac
tions can produce unintended results. 
This certainly will not satisfy his crit
ics; current theory has allowed no 
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Bordwell makes it seem too easy. He 
tries to accommodate detractors fur
ther by admitting that his model falls 
short of accounting for unintentional 
actions, identifying three approaches 
film studies has produced to deal with 
unintentional social meaning. Interest
ingly enough, he appropriates for his 
poetics bits and pieces of current theo
retical perspectives. Of course, there 
are provisions. 

The first two "theories" to explain 
unintentional social meaning, expres
sionist and reflectionist, are of less 
interest than the third. In short, with 
expressionist theory, "we can see the 
work as spontaneously expressing 
some aspect of the artist's life or tem
perament" (p. 166). The social reflec
tion method of contextualization sends 
the critic looking for larger social 
forces evident in the film; the referents 
and themes Bordwell discusses in his 
third chapter "could be taken not as 
materials Ozu has selected, but as signs 
bearing collective meanings of which 
we are not aware" (p. 167). Bordwell 
lists a number of ways this could be 
applied to Ozu (supplying historical 
and sociological studies that support 
each in the end notes). 

The third "theory," which Bordwell 
identifies as the one dominating West
ern film studies, is the symptomat
ic reading approach. A symptomatic 
reading "explains how the work's si
lences (what it cannot say, on pain of 
betraying and ideological contradic
tion) and its inconsistencies (meaning 
drawn from conflicting ideological 
sources) create 'determinate disorder' " 
(p. 170). The critic searches for "struc
ture absences" that betray the ideologi-
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cal contradictions the text attempts to 
smooth over. After a brief sketch of 
Macherey's work and the Gahiers edi
tors' Young Mr. Lincoln article, Bord
well runs through a number of possible 
entry points for a symptomatic reading 
of Ozu: the displacement of student 
unrest in the early college comedies, 
the glossing of unemployment and 
other social problems by the happy 
endings of Ozu's salaryman films, or 
how the wartime Brothers and Sisters 
of the Toda Family describes the occu
pied Chinese city of Tianjin as a busi
ness frontier (keeping it safely off
screen). These and other tantalizing 
observations show at least a tacit inter
est in using mainstream theory for dis
cussions of ideology, although one de
tects a sarcastic tone creeping into his 
writing in a nod to psychoanalytic 
readings. 

Bordwell buries his most direct criti
cism of psychoanalytic approaches in 
the notes, creating an almost concilia
tory tone to the book. What he snidely 
dubs SLAB (for Saussure/Lacanl AI
thusser/Barthes) theory elsewhere, he 
here calls symptomatic theory. It is 
rather surprising that he so readily 
incorporates current critical methods 
whose theoretical basis is certainly at 
odds with that of historical poetics. Of 
course, he does not open up poetics to 
symptomatic readings without reserva
tions. That approach, in Bordwell's 
view, suffers from inadequate theories 
of narration (or lack thereof). Readings 
in this vein tend to be overly thematic, 
lifting any formal or narrative feature 
completely out of context to serve an 
argument at hand: "any formal strat
egy or tactic can be considered, on 
some ground or another, a displace-
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ment of material from the two master 
regimes, sex and politics" (p. 172). All 
three approaches, the expressionist, re
flectionist, and symptomatic, may be 
of value, but only by complementing a 
larger systemic analysis. In Bordwell's 
way of seeing things, none of the ap
proaches, as currently practiced, "can 
do without the constructive principles 
and procedures supplied by a historical 
poetics" (p. 172). 

Not many people will be happy with 
this sweeping statement, and Bordwell 
continually promises to substantiate 
his claim with demonstrations in the 
second part. As for symptomatic read
ings, he does not quite live up to his 
promise. Generally, his "readings" are 
reduced to so many "woulds" and 
"coulds." Ripe opportunities are 
touched on but cut short by what a 
critic "may" want to explore should she 
or he have the inclination (see pp. 237, 
373-374). Bordwell seems so disinter
ested, or finds the approach so distaste
ful, that he is content to leave such 
work to other people. 

There is much more in Ozu and the 
Poetics of Cinema than I can examine 
here. Bordwell's analysis of Ozu is 
complex, and I have concentrated 
nearly exclusively on the first half of 
the book. There are more insights into 
Ozu's cinema, as well as other contro
versial stances (for example, the ration
al-agent model is extended to include 
the spectator). While one wonders how 
a poetics would deal with a director as 
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stylistically eclectic (not to mention 
theoretically informed) as Oshima, his
torical poetics has proven an impres
sive tool for understanding the puz
zling cinema of Ozu (perhaps because 
Ozu and Bordwell both operate so sys
tematically in their respective fields). 

The potential of poetics for Asian 
film studies is particularly important, 
not only because the application of 
Western theory to Eastern texts is 
somewhat problematic, but also be
cause Asian critics have generally 
found no use for our theory. A poetics 
could supply their generally thematic 
criticism a potable dose of rigorous for
mal analysis. As for the West, Ozu and 
the Poetics of Cinema will undoubtedly 
be dismissed by many critics as the lat
est venture of the so-called Wisconsin 
Project. But Bordwell seems willing to 
engage current practice and integrate 
what he finds useful into his historical 
poetics. What seemed overly reduc
tionist in journal articles is fleshed out 
and complemented by previously lack
ing perspectives, as well as thorough 
historical and cultural contextualiza
tion. Perhaps those of us living outside 
the Madison city limits should give 
poetics a pull from the opposite theo
retical direction rather than passing it 
off as simply punchy and naive empiri
CIsm. 

MARKUS NORNES 
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